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ACCESSING LIFEWORLDS 

Getting people to say the unsayable 

Jonathan Luke Austin 

Research objective: This chapter aims to help researchers focused on gaining 
a lived, everyday, personal, and/ or intimate understanding of the lives of those 
operating in secretive environments. 
Research puzzle: Gaining access to secretive environments is complicated in 
and of itself, but getting 'close' to those working in these areas and understand
ing the complexities of their personal worlds is often a doubly difficult task. 

We all have secrets. More than this, there are things we know that are secret even 
to ourselves. As Polanyi (1983, 4) put it, we always know more than we can tell: 
there are things we can't articulate to ourselves. Sometimes this is because these 
things are too mundane to ponder: crossing roads, queuing in lines, making dinner, 
or other such things. Other times, this is because these happenings are disturbing 
to any secure sense of self, consciously or not. Alternatively, it's because - quite 
simply people are not allowed to tell us what they know. Accessing these secrets 
has long been, however, an important goal of social science. And for students of 
Critical Security Studies (CSS) this is especially true. The things we want those 
we speak with to describe are things they themselves are often unable to articulate 
beyond repeating the party line again and again (see Pouliot, 2008; Damasio, 2012). 

In this chapter, I offer practical advice on how researchers can access these 
secrets, drawing on my own research speaking with perpetrators of torture. That 
research focused on understanding the 'lived' experience of harming human bod
ies: how a 'normal' person, just like you or me, came to be able to carry out these 
tasks and, more than that, justify and live with them. The chapter aims to help 
researchers, however, who are hoping to inquire into any secretive domain. Spe
cifically, it is focused on scholars of CSS seeking to gain access to the 'lifeworld' of 
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particular individuals or groups that are difficult to approach. The concept of the 
'lifeworld' is a complex philosophical and sociological one (Schutz and Luckmann 
197 3). However, at the most basic level it refers quite simply to the everyday and 
'lived' experience of individual human beings as they go about their days and, in 
particular, to how they experience this world without reflecting on it or analyzing 
it after-the-fact. 

The challenges in accessing lifeworlds are multiple. The biggest difficulty is that 
every individual - including you and I - finds it very difficult to articulate even to 
ourselves the content of that world. While we can all construct an 'autobiographi
cal' narrative of our lives (born here, went to school here, worked here, etc.), this 
narrative is very distant from the emotional, affective, and experiential content of 
our lives which rarely fits into a neat biography but is, instead, messy, non-coherent, 
non-rational, and non-reflexive (Damasio 2012). For researchers seeking 'micro' 
level insights into secretive domains, however, accessing these lifeworlds can be 
crucial. While it is always possible to approach particular places, phenomena, or 
people through alternative means (secondary documentation, structured interview
ing, etc.), these approaches tend to miss a granular understanding of the improvisa
tion, confusion, emotional valences, and other more 'subjective' qualities oflife as it 
is experienced. For example, while it is possible to trace a prosaic, strategic, and/ or 
institutional biography of the actions of George W Bush that led him to invade 
Iraq, what more might we learn if we were able to uncover, say, his emotional and 
affective states at the time he made that fateful decision, or if we could ascertain 
the unconscious influence of popular-cultural processes of demonizing Iraq and 
the Middle East more broadly on his decision-making? It seems likely that learning 
more about the lifeworld of figures like Bush would reveal surprising new insights 
and that these insights would relate not only to the life of this one individual, but 
also to the broader societal structures (social, racial, gendered, religious, etc.) in 
which their experiences are inevitably embedded. 

My goal here is to show how we can gain such insights by providing the reader 
with three concrete methods. These methods will be applicable to researchers draw
ing on several different theoretical approaches. Those employing practice theory 
(Adler and Pouliot, 2011), for instance, will find advice on how to help their sub
jects articulate the micro contents of everyday practices. By contrast, those drawing 
on Science and Technology Studies (STS) inspired approaches will be most con
cerned with how these methods allow researchers to appreciate the 'inter-twined' 
nature of the human and the non-human at different socio-technical levels (Bueger 
and Gadinger 2015). In addition, researchers interested in emotion or affect related 
tools will find advice on how they can move interviewees beyond a more rational 
and/ or reflexive accounting of their actions towards an appreciation of these psy
chologically distinct processes (Fattah and Fierke 2009). Beyond these specifics, 
however, all these methods are designed to aid researchers who plan to conduct 
some form of fieldwork during their research, meaning - at a minimum - that 
they will seek personal contact with individuals who have personal or professional 
knowledge of the particular social domain that is their subject of interest. 
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I begin now by discussing the importance of 'deep hanging out' and 'self
forgetfulness' in creating the time and space to do justice to the lifeworlds of 
respondents. This is followed by a discussion of the importance of employing a 'non
judgemental' method in carrying out CSS research of this kind in order not only to 
build trust and rapport with those we are speaking to, but also to always appreciate the 
ethically fraught position of CSS researchers themselves. I conclude with a discussion 
of ethnographic interviewing, which is described as an interviewing methodology 
able to get us as close as is possible to the participant-observation of secretive domains. 
Throughout my discussion of these methods, I highlight both practical and political 
problems with their use, in order to forearm the researcher against possible criticisms, 
problems they will likely encounter, and ways around them. 

Deep-hanging out and self-forgetfulness 

One of the main difficulties in accessing the full breadth of the life worlds of those 
we come into contact with is simple: time constraints. Any research project has 
limits on its scope and decisions thus have to be made about what is feasible and 
what is not. More than this practical issue, however, it is noticeable that - for a while 
now - there has been a trend across qualitative methods in particular to "mobilize 
the standards of scientific method" that are more normally attributed to quantita
tive approaches (Aradau and Huysmans 2019). As Jef Huysmans and Claudia Ara
dau (ibid.) have described, this often results in qualitative researchers stressing the 
breadth of their work, specifying the ( often large) numbers of interviews conducted 
and/ or (typically extensive) time spent in the field. 

Accessing lifeworlds requires, however, that this push for standards ( of one 
sort or another) be rethought. While standards can be useful, they risk becom
ing a straitjacket preventing certain research endeavors, particularly where they 
militate against the possibility of engaging 'slower' or 'deeper' research strategies 
(c.f. Stengers, 2017). For exan1ple, accessing lifeworlds demands the researcher to 
dedicate considerable time to this task and, in particular, a willingness to employ 
the highly time-consuming research strategy known as 'deep hanging out' (Geertz, 
1998). This refers to the process of i111111ersing oneself in the world of an individual 
or set of individuals by, say, embracing meandering (and frequently non-research 
related) conversation, learning and mimicking the rituals of respondents, and par
ticipating in their everyday activities. This method is typically an anthropological 
one and not common to scholars working within the research standards of CSS. 
Indeed, as much of this volume demonstrates, methods like these require revision 
if they are to be integrated into CSS ( c.f. Vrasti, 2008). This includes, for example, 
developing an understanding of how this intensely 'micro' level method can be 
'scaled up' to produce a broader understanding of security (c.f. Marcus, 1995). 

Deep hanging out is important, first, in order to build trust and rapport with 
those you are studying.As has long been debated in anthropology, establishing such 
rapport is always a "fluid, unique, and political" process beset by ethical difficulties 
(Sherif 2001, 446). In spite of this, gaining some sort of rapport through the direct 
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participation in aspects of our informant's lives is crucially important in enabling 
our interlocutors to 'say more' than they would to a total stranger, as the final sec
tion of this chapter on interviewing will soon discuss in more detail. Beyond such 
trust-building, however, deep hanging out is important because it situates the story 
of one individual's life in context. Rather than only talking to an individual within 
a relatively artificial interview setting (though there is usually great value, in fact, 
in also carrying out such interviews), engaging in deep hanging out allows the 
researcher to connect their words to specific places, other people or groups, the 
tools they employ on a daily basis, the material infrastructures that structure their 
lives, and so on. In doing so, the 'world' of their 'lifeworld' becomes an integral and 
active part of the researcher's accounting of that person's life. 

BOX 5.1 POSITIONAUTY AND ACCESSING 
UFEWORLDS 

The methods of deep hanging out and self-forgetfulness are often highly con
tingent on your own positionality as a researcher. For example, my own hang
ing out in relatively 'rough' cafes in Beirut would be much more difficult for a 

woman to achieve given the gendered norms of these cafes (they are almost 
entirely male). Likewise, race often substantively limits a researcher's access, 
as does sexuality, social class, and beyond. In cases like these the researcher 

may find themselves frequently not being allowed to 'forget themselves'. 
Such dynamics can often be interesting for your research findings, however: 
exploring why you may have been treated differently (for better or worse) to a 

white, male researcher, for example, is in itself a component of the lifeworlds 
of those you are studying. Secrets are revealed differently to different people, 
put simply. Some researchers will have more power than others to carry out 
such research, power that - in fact - may even be coercive over those we are 
interacting with, especially vulnerable communities. It is therefore incumbent 
on researchers to reflect on these issues in full both before, during, and after 

their research project. For further discussions here see Grassiani (this volume) 
and Hoijtink (this volume). 

Now, it will be obvious that deep hanging out is difficult to achieve for CSS 
researchers, especially those preoccupied with sensitive or secretive domains. This is 
a problem, however, wherever the method is used. For example, the gender or race 
of a particular researcher is likely to dramatically affect her capacity to 'hang out' 
with significant segments of society in, say, Saudi Arabia, military organizations, and 
beyond (see Box 5.1). More prosaically, language skills and social preferences will 
often dictate how feasible this approach is. Specifically, to many of the domains of 
interest to CSS, further problems emerge. In many cases, we simply cannot physically 
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gain access to the sites that interest us: military installations, corporate meeting 
rooms, warzones, etc. Nonetheless, deep hanging out can be employed by CSS 
researchers, albeit with several modifications. Achieving this requires also engaging 
in what I term a type of self-forgetfulness. This refers to a temporary abandonment 
of social scientific inquiry, strictly defined. To simplify, the goal is to 'forget' what
ever research plan you may have devised prior to your fieldwork and to accept the 
fluidity not only of your research findings but also whom precisely you will meet, 
and where you will end up meeting. 

This act of self-forgetfulness is important because it loosens our understanding 
of who and/ or what is a relevant subject of inquiry for our research. For example, 
in Box 5.2 I describe how some of my initial research encounters with perpetra
tors of torture began unpredictably via a haphazard encounter with a man in a 
cafe that I knew was regularly frequented by Syrian refugees. The possibility of 
this encounter only emerged because, beyond seeking to visit places I know Syrian 
refugees patronized, I did not A) seek out/focus on specific individuals to contact, 
B) consider it a 'waste' of research time to while away my hours in cafes, and C) 
stick rigidly to my initial research design in carrying out fieldwork activities. Deep 
hanging out in this context thus refers not to what occurs after we gain access to 
a particular social field but what must sometimes occur in order to gain a limited 
degree of access. And here, the process of gaining access thus often becomes intrin
sic to research analysis itself. 

BOX .5.2 ACCESSING THE UFEWORLD 
OF TORTURERS 

In 2015, I met a man named Ali in a little cafe in the Beiruti suburb of Daoura 
that attracts Syrian refugees who smoke nargilla (shisha) and drink sweet tea. 
I had been frequenting the cafe for some months. Another man I had come to 

know well there, bonding over a shared appreciation for apple-flavored nico
tine, eventually introduced me to Ali. After a few weeks of intermittently get
ting to know each other, Ali began telling me stories of his time in the Syrian 
army. Nothing special at first. Eventually, however, he revealed he had served 
as a guard of an improvised detention center in Homs. And a little while after 

that he told me that he had not just been a guard but had also, and quite regu
larly participated in torture. Our conversations skirted around this subject for 

a few weeks before I finally asked if Ali would speak to me about it more fully. 
He accepted, and we came to meet (with others both in Beirut and my home 
institution aware of my whereabouts) often in his fifth-floor apartment build
ing to discuss, step-by-step, how he tortured bodies during the Syrian civil war. 

One day, I was asking Ali to lay out for me the practical contours of a torture 
technique known in the Middle East as the falaqa, which involves immobilizing 
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a victim on the floor and raising their feet in the air before the soles of the feet 
are whipped. In many Middle Eastern countries, the use of this technique is 
especially unusual because a rifle - typically a Kalashnikov variant - is used to 
immobilize the feet. The rifle is used as a kind of 'stick' onto which the feet can 

be bound, before being held up on either side by two figures, whilst a third 
whips them. My interest was in discovering how the rifle had come to be used 
for this purpose. Ali's response to this question was simple: 

It just works. It's there and you know how to use it. It's an easy tool. 

As I pressed him to expand, Ali became frustrated. He got up suddenly and 
left the room. I was annoyed with myself at this and thought the interview 
was over. Perhaps I hadn't developed enough of a rapport? But before that 
thought was over, Ali had returned. He was holding an AK-47. This was sur
prising, to say the least. Sensing my apprehension, as my eyes snapped to the 
rifle, he laughed and said "Don't worry ya akhi [my brother]." Grinning, and 
with a cigarette in his mouth, he then pointed the rifle at me and conducted a 
brief mock execution. The firing pin pinged and he burst out laughing: 

Pow, Pow, Pow! 

I was confused. Soon, however, Ali was passing the rifle to me. The first 

thing you notice about a rifle, if you are not used to holding one, is how heavy 
it is. Promptly, my arms drooped under its weight and the barrel came to point 
at the floor. At this, a sense of embarrassment came over me: half a general 
wish not to look inept and half a kind of masculine desire to look like the kind 
of man I was talking to. Not to look too weak. Without thinking, I thus shifted 
my legs a little wider, and my shoulders upright, and tensed the tendons in my 
arms as I swung the rifle upwards, shifting the stock into the correct position 
against my shoulder, grabbing the pistol grip with my right hand, placing a 

finger swiftly around the trigger, and gripping the hand guard with my left 
hand. I surprised myself with this. There was surely much wrong with how 
I was holding it but I looked far more competent than I had a moment ago. 
And this had happened in a split second, automatically, and preconsciously. 
My arms, my muscles, and bones - my body - just moved into this position. 
Ali laughed again and, hardly impressed, remarked: 

Counter-strike, huh? 

His reference was to a popular 'First-Person Shooter' (FPS) video game that 
I had, indeed, played as a child. His implication was that I had learned to hold 

a rifle from popular cultural referents, rather than direct engagement in this 
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practice. And he was certainly correct. From this brief collective enactment of 

the moment of torture, Ali later continued: 

You see how good this tool is? It tells you what to do? Once you've 

played a game or seen it on TV or something ... that's how it works. 

Even for you! 

Here, Ali was forcing me, as researcher, to recognize how close our knowl
edge of violence was. He was forcing a self-declaration within me that blurred 
the boundaries between perpetrator and non-perpetrator, researcher and sub

ject, and he did it quite deliberately. It seemed, in his particular case, that my 
use of ethnographic interviewing techniques was teaching me more about 

myself than about him. 

Beyond gaining access, self-forgetfulness and deep hanging out are important for 
allowing greater 'texture' to enter into the researcher's understanding of the world. 
If a researcher was to, say, gain access to a specific list of individuals of relevance 
to their study (ex-intelligence agents, ex-torturers, border guards, etc.), and then 
to proceed solely to contact and interview these individuals, then much would be 
missed. Why? Because, most obviously, researchers who participate in deep hang
ing out, if only minimally, will slowly build-up a fuller picture of the interactional 
tendencies of individuals working in these social fields, the 'face-work' (i.e. attempts 
to present oneself in a particular way) intrinsic to these scenes (Adler-Nissen 2014), 
as well as much more. These 'textural' insights into an individual's lifeworld are not, 
moreover, incidental to questions of secrecy. By appreciating how near-enough any 
'secretive' domain is also always partially 'open' to the everyday world, we under
mine the idea of secrecy and/ or secrets as operating within a 'closed' domain that 
is inaccessible (Walters forthcoming, also this volume). Instead, it becomes clear 
that the borders to these secretive worlds are porous. Of course, precisely which 
aspects of the 'texture' gained through the methods of self-forgetfulness and deep 
hanging out become relevant to the analytical phase of research (i.e. 'writing up' 
of our findings) will depend on the questions being posed as well as - to some 

degree - chance. 

Self-declaration and the suspension of judgement 

When researchers are seeking to access the specifically 'secret' world of any group 
then there is a stronger than usual temptation to be highly suspicious,judgmental, 
and paranoid in speaking to those we are interested in. For example, in their studies 
of Brazilian torturers, Huggins et al. (2002, 55) write that "even to merely secure 
accounts about a policeman's violence, and especially to go beyond them into his 
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more deeply held secrets, the interviewers had to engage in espionage." For them, 
this research 'espionage' involved deliberately manipulating interview situations in 
order to 'depose' (using a legal metaphor) their respondents (by building and then, 
yes, breaking trust in different ways). 

Research espionage of the kind described here is deeply controversial (see 
the introduction to this volume), given its many ethical and political dilemmas. 
Indeed, it is not something I would endorse. The approach was used by Huggins 
et al. mainly to ascertain what they saw as basic 'facts' (e.g. whom tortured whom, 
where individuals were tortured, etc.). For them, this was important because of the 
human-rights and activist-centric nature of their work, which engages a quite sim
ple understanding of secrecy (e.g. individuals deliberately hiding 'facts') and almost 
seems to demand an extreme reliance on judgmental or paranoid types of social 
inquiry. Beyond the very serious ethical issues work of this kind raises, such a strat
egy is also ineffective in allowing researchers access to the depths of an individual's 
lifeworld because it focuses only on the su1face events of their life, rather than their 
sensory, emotional, affective, cognitive, and other experiential forms of engagement 
with the world. 

To access these deeper levels of meaning, a suspension of the researcher's judg
mental faculties is required for at least two reasons. First, such a suspension of 
judgement is also important in gaining trust and/ or developing rapport with inter
view subjects. It is difficult, however much one 'hangs out' with an individual, 
to gain their trust if one is continuously probing their truthfulness (c.f. Zournazi 
2002). Second, this suspension of judgement is important analytically. The analy
sis of secret domains, in particular, still remains attached to what Stefano Guzzini 
(2013) describes as a 'benefit-fallacy' in which it is assumed that individuals who 
benefit from a particular social system (war, gender, etc.) are deliberately maintain
ing that status quo.As Guzzini (ibid.) writes, however, "to say that a system benefits 
certain people does not mean that they caused that benefit or that they control it." 
To some degree, this fallacy is a result of the critical attachment to what Rita Felski 
(2012) terms to the 'hermeneutics of suspicion' or which, more broadly, might be 
termed a form of conspiratorial reason (Latour 2004; Marasco 2016).When seeking 
to access the lifeworlds of individuals, it is important to move past such rhetorical 
assumptions, given that becoming preoccupied with our distant interpretation of 
what an individual's decisions, actions, etc. 'really mean' or 'intended' remains only 
our interpretation and not an account of the significance of these events for that 
person's lifeworld. 

Suspending judgement allows researchers to move past suspicious attitudes and 
inquire, more broadly, into how agency and responsibility is often a "distributed" 
rather than "concentrated" quality: responsibility for what happens in the world 
can only very rarely be attributed to a single individual or small group of individu
als who are deliberately controlling those outcomes (Latour 2014; Pickering 1993; 
Barad 2007). Much more commonly, world politics operates 'a-subjectively,' mean
ing without any singular point of control, through a complex web of networks or 
assemblages ofindividuals, groups, organizations, and material things. By suspending 
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judgement, and accessing the complex positionality of an individual who is involved 
in but does not control these processes, the researcher thus gains a foothold into 
understanding how these a-subjective processes operate, as well as how they are 
experienced by those involved in them and so, finally, to present a more 'objective' 
(in Sandra Harding's (1992) sense) account of how security and secrecy is enacted 
in and on the world. Importantly, however, this suspension of judgement is only a 
suspension of our judgmental attitude towards individuals, rather than a suspension 
of normativity itself. It is perfectly possible to retain a caring and non-judgmental 
attitude towards those we speak with while still normatively rejecting and even 
attempting to combat the particular social system or events that they have been 
connected with. 

In addition to this non-judgmental outlook, the researcher should also be care
ful not to separate themselves analytically from the phenomenon they are studying. 
Ethically and politically, it is crucial to recognize that however distant our own lives 
seem from intelligence agents, border guards or torturers, that they are often inti
mately and surprisingly intertwined. To help keep this in mind, a non-judgmental 
attitude can be accompanied with what I term a process of seif:dec/aration. This 
process involves the transposition of ourselves into the position of our respondents. 
The goal here is to always connect their position back to our own: it is to see how 
their secrets are our secrets. It is to reflect on the fact that if we are studying, say, the 
secrets of torturers, that descriptions of their anger at meeting an enemy are also, 
often, uncannily similar our own feelings of anger (see Box 5.1). Or,if we are study
ing terrorists, it is to reflect on how their recounting of socio-political injustices 
as justifying political violence are sometimes also our own instinctive reactions to 
mass world political suffering. 

Importantly, this process of self-declaration is different from the equally crucial 
process (see Box 5.1) in which the researcher acknowledges her own positionality 
and the power asymmetries, inequalities, etc. that this may produce. That process 
is more concerned with declaring differences between ourselves and our interlocu
tors (i.e. race, gender, class, power, etc.) whereas the process I am describing focuses 
instead on identifying and articulating similarities that we might otherwise not wish 
to acknowledge. For example, take Anna Leander's (2016) discussion of DAESH 
recruitment videos in which she diverts attention from the group's spectacular stag
ings of violence towards their prolific distribution of videos of hospitals, market
places, playgrounds and beyond. Rather than viewing these images as a manipulative 
form of propaganda, Leander argues these videos are crucial to understanding the 
lifeworld of violent militancy and, much more than this, suggest "that there might be 
commonalities"between researchers and their subjects even vis-a-vis "what is widely 
understood to be evil" (ibid., 364). Drawing out these "discomforting similarities" is 
always a crucial part of the process of self-declaration: they reveal how similar seem
ingly distant social fields can be and, more than this, in doing so always works to 
further chasten the intellectual temptation at outright condemnation or judgement. 

Vis-a-vis CSS and studying secretive domains, this process of self-declaration is 
particularly key because it refuses to reify secrets as mystical, intrinsically important, 
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and/ or somehow socially unique. While it may often be considered vital to keep 
certain specific secrets hidden from public view, even these 'crucial' secrets (Davis 
1973) can only be produced and/ or kept through very mundane and everyday 
practices that are - always - eerily similar to distant social practices. Take, for exam
ple, the secret world of intelligence agencies. The methods used by intelligence 
agents to gather information, conduct interrogations, and beyond are - in fact -
markedly similar to many social scientific practices (Austin, Bellanova, and Kauf
mann 2019). Indeed, Huggins et al. 's discussion of 'research espionage' is only the 
most obvious of such connections: the conspiratorial reason of much social science 
connects to the intelligence field, as do basic issues of confidentiality (see below). 
In fact, formal and informal connections between academia, the military, and the 
intelligence services are historically very deep. 

The process of self-declaration is then about broadening our understanding 
of how secrecy is maintained by connecting the lifeworlds of its (professional) 
practitioners back to our own. In doing so, we break away from the view that 
secrets exist in a bounded, guarded, or separate world from our own and appreciate 
our own implication in their maintenance. In doing so, we also acknowledge our 
responsibility for social and political violences. And this is true even where these 
non-judgmental methods are being employed because, while "to be a friend is to 
stand in a relationship of trust ... to be a writer is to violate that trust for the sake 
of one's story" (Mills in Eakin 2004, 105). Every CSS account involves such an 
inevitable betrayal of trust, however much the author attempts to do justice to her 
interlocutors' words.As a result, declaring the place of our own violences, and their 
closeness to that of those we study, is an important ethical and political obligation 
for CSS researchers. 

Ethnographic interviewing and re-enactment 

The methods of self-forgetfulness and self-declaration described above are crucial, 
finally, to establishing a situation in which the researcher is able to elicit otherwise 
'unspeakable' or uncommunicable stories from interlocutors in direct terms. There 
are many ways in which, once such an informal and non-judgmental research 
design has been established, to work towards drawing out relevant details from 
those we are speaking to. This includes the use of photo elicitation, film-making, 
oral history narratives, group-interviewing, and beyond (see Nyman, this volume). 
In this chapter I will outline perhaps the most broadly applicable method suitable 
for this purpose: ethnographic interviewing and re-enactment. 

Frequently, an ethnographic inquiry into secretive worlds is near-impossible. 
For example, vis-a-vis my own research, Darius Rejali (2007, 434) notes that "it is 
not possible to do an ethnography of torturers \on the job,"' nor, indeed, would the 
majority ofus want to, both for our own safety and sanity and, not least, the ethical 
implications of such research. Gaining ethnographic access to the worlds of intel
ligence agents, military practitioners, police forces, major corporations, and beyond, 
is often equally difficult. However, it is possible to access (as discussed earlier) figures 
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from these worlds at an individual level and to gain the appropriate level of trust to 
begin engaging with them more fully. 

With personal one-on-one access to these subjects, the 'next best' thing to car
rying out ethnographic participant-observation involves what Spradley (1979, 9) 
calls ethnographic interviewing. Ethnographic interviews can be distinguished, first, 
from the common use of'semi-structured' interviews because this method does not 

begin with a particular set of themes that must be covered during the interview, 
possess an 'interview guide,' or other formalities associated with semi-structured 
interviewing. Moreover, while ethnographic interviewing is close to 'open-ended' 
interviewing and incorporates many of its tools, the approach is distinct because 
it's one specific goal is to replicate - as far as is possible - a form of 'participant
observation' by asking questions that prompt respondents to effectively re-enact 
their every-day life in very practical, lived, corporeal, and experiential terms. 

At its most basic level, an ethnographic interview can be compared with a 
"friendly conversation" (Spradley 1979, 55).As Spradley (ibid.) writes, ethnographic 
interviews proceed "as a series of friendly conversations into which the researcher 
slowly introduces new elements to assist informants." As in any friendly conversa
tion, the goal is to learn more about the individual as a whole, rather than eliciting 
any particular fact per se. Box 5.3 is a simplified version of the methods Spradley 
suggests are core to this approach. Perhaps most central to the ethnographic inter
view is, however, asking 'descriptive' questions. These questions are essentially 'how' 
questions. They do not focus initially upon the 'whys' or the specific 'whats' of a 
person's life but, rather, how they have or are living on a daily basis. 

BOX 5.3 BASIC ELEMENTS OF AN 
ETHNOGRAPHIC INTERVIEW 

Greetings 
2 Giving ethnographic explanations 

Explain the purpose of your research/study and the procedures you will fol
low (ethical, practical, etc.). 

3 Asking ethnographic questions 

a Descriptive questions 
b Grand-tour questions 

Ask a broader question about your interlocutor's life and get them to 
'guide' you through their answer: e.g. 'What do you do when you come 
to work every day?' Repeat the question if not enough detail is forthcom
ing and ask them to focus on the mundane aspects of their world. For 
example, if they talk about sending emails, ask them to expand on how 
they are sending mails to, who they are replying to, how this works, etc. 

c Mini-tour questions 
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On the basis of your 1grand-tour' question, 'drill-down' into one 
aspect of the person's life that they have described, and seek 'mini' (i.e. 
minute) details about it. Essentially, ask your interlocutor to teach you 
how to do what they do. 

d Native-language questions 

Throughout, be aware that your interlocutor will be 'translating' for 
you. Pick up on any slang or words that you do not understand, ask 
what they mean and begin using these in your own questions. In addi
tion, always ask if there are special terms/terminologies used by your 
interlocutor and their social group. 

4 Expressing interest 

Typically, informants will find the questions you are asking uninterest
ing or boring, simply because these aspects of their lives are self-evident to 
them. Expressing interest in different ways throughout the interview is thus 
important. 

5 Expressing cultural ignorance 

Related to the above, expressing cultural ignorance of your informant's 
world makes clear your position as an outsider and disrupts the informant's 
frequent believe that their knowledge is self-evident. 

There are many more aspects of the ethnographic interview, for a full descrip
tion see Spradley (1979, 67, 223). 

For example, a 'grand-tour' question (in Spradley's terminology) involves begin
rung an interview by asking a person to recount their daily life at, say, work: begin
ning from the very moment they enter their workplace (the types of keys they use, 
for instance) through their banal activities (any paperwork, any preparation, etc.) 
through to the core of their activity (whatever it may be), until the moment they 
leave. These questions can then be supplemented by 'mini-tour' questions which 
drill further into the micro-details of particular events and/ or, say, 'native-language' 
questions in which the interviewer attempts to - quite literally - learn the collo
quial language of their respondent. 

Take an example of this process in action: the documentary film Massaker 
(2004), which depicts interviews with perpetrators of the Sabra and Shatila mas
sacre in Beirut, Lebanon. In the film, the interviewers ask the perpetrators to 
re-enact their actions for the camera. A moment like this allows for multiple 
observations: 

A detailed understanding of the physicality of a particular practice (knife-use); 
An 'in-the-moment' opportunity to observe the facial expressions, verbal com
munications, emotional states, and beyond of the practice being studied; 
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An 'after-the-moment' opportunity to assess the emotional and/ or affective 
consequences of the re-enactment on the respondent, as well as - afterwards -
to drill down into details of the re-enactment through further questioning. 

Indeed, literal re-enactments are often an important part of the ethnographic
interview process, emerging either at the request of the researcher or spontaneously 
(see Box 5.3). They are particularly visceral tools through which to break past the 
"verbalization of reflexive knowledge" and to allow access to the experiential con
tent of a particular individual's lifeworld. This occurs because, very often, describing 
the practical, embodied, and/ or non-discursive aspects of our lives is very difficult. 
As Pouliot (2008, 258) has written, "most of what people do ... does not derive 
from conscious deliberation or thoughtful reflection ... practices are the result of 
inarticulate, practical knowledge that makes what -is to be done appear 'self-evident' 
or cmrunonsensical." In consequence, eliciting the practical content of a person's life
world often requires the presence of an external 'prompt' that changes the contours 
of a normal social interaction and allows individuals to analyze their own behavior 
more effectively. Within the ethnographic interview setting, this can occur through 
literal re-enactments or, alternatively, via step-by-step 'walkthroughs' of everyday life 
(grand or mini-tour questions), and other methods. Importantly, this process also 
allows respondents to engage with the researcher on their own terms: gifting a degree 
of power back to our interlocutors in ways that, again (see Box 5.3), are often equally 
uncomfortable for us as observers attempting to access their worlds. 

Conclusion 

Accessing lifeworlds is difficult. Researchers must thus learn to be creative in their 
use of methods. This includes questioning and indeed even rejecting any meth
odological prescription. No set of methods will work across every case. Some
times, none will work.And whatever approach is chosen, unexpected issues will be 
encountered by researchers as they get closer to those they are studying: broader 
questions of anonymity, confidentiality, and ethics, for example, or problems of 
blocked access. These issues, as this entire volume attests, will be particularly acute 
for those CSS researchers concerned with the secretive aspects of world politics. 

To conclude, however, with the material covered in this chapter, it should be 
noted that embracing these methods - deep hanging out, self-declaration, self
forgetfulness, and ethnographic interviewing - will often be most uncomfortable 
for the researcher themselves, not their respondents. The use of a non-judgmental 
frame of analysis, for example, will often unintentionally lead the researcher towards 
feeling sympathy for those with secrets, secrets which - for most CSS researchers -
are often things we wish did not exist (Austin 2019; Austin, Bellanova, and Kauf
mann 2019). Navigating that discomfort will require tact and care (for both 
others and oneself) but it may also feed into the findings of your research. Access
ing lifeworlds, indeed, ultimately teaches us as much about ourselves as those we 
are studying. 
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