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Abstract: The paper deals with the ethical aspects of the research process and contemporary changes 
in this field, which make the discussion on ethical dilemmas and concerns more dynamic and varied. 
Although in natural science and social sciences one can find a common ground related to the most gen-
eral ethical principles. In the article I refer primarily to the social sciences. The article discusses three 
aspects affecting the dynamics of ethical discussions: the development of research in the field of natural 
sciences leading to many ethical dilemmas and forcing ethical codification of research proceedings also 
in the area of   social sciences; the increase in sensitivity and social consciousness and not only awareness 
of research as such (processes of democratization, emphasizing human and animal rights, protection of 
minority rights, the process of individualization); the dynamics of contemporary social changes result-
ing from the development of technology, especially the Internet, which has become a global resource of 
data and their exchange. This forces qualitative researchers to consider the issue of data archiving, their 
reanalysis, and determining the boundary for creating Big Qualidata from them. The article discusses 
these three dimensions, with particular emphasis on the last of them, which will be commented on in 
relation to the specific methodological approach, which is biographical research.
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Introductory Remarks

The ethical aspects of research have always been 
a matter of reflection, especially for ethicists and 
philosophers of science. Recently, however, the dis-
cussion on ethical dilemmas and concerns seems 
to be more dynamic and varied. These days we can 
observe, especially in Anglo-Saxon literature and 
only slightly less frequently in Polish literature, 
a significant increase in the interest in this issue and 
a broadening reflection in both natural and social 
sciences encompassing the thoughts of researchers 
who directly, for instance, in the course of research, 
experience specific ethical dilemmas. As a result, 
nowadays, it is hard to reduce research ethics to 
issues related to different aspects of misconduct in 
science, which could be represented by fabrication, 
falsification, or plagiarism1 (Galewicz 2009:48). In 
the article, I refer primarily to the social sciences. 
Although, of course, in both types of sciences one 
can find a common ground related to the most gen-
eral ethical principles which should apply to every-
one. However, this discussion seems to be already 
behind us. Therefore, more and more attention is 
not paid to general indications, which may take the 
form of general standards of conduct (although in 
practice sometimes not much may result from them), 
and it is becoming more important to focus on the 
issues more directly related to conducting research. 
And, here, the distinction between natural sciences 
and social sciences frames the reflection.

Thus, where does this contemporary ethics discourse 
come from? In my opinion, this is due to several rea-
sons. Firstly, “putting the problem on the agenda” 
by transferring procedures from natural sciences, in 

1 This, of course, does not mean that these issues as such have 
ceased to be important.

the field of which, until some point, ethical issues 
were hardly considered at all. The development of 
ethical reflection occurred along with the accelerat-
ed development of science, especially in relation to 
those aspects of research work which were directly 
related to the study of human behavior, interference 
in the human body, or experiments carried out on 
animals and sometimes on people. The period of 
fascination with the possibilities of science and its 
development, especially in the positivist paradigm, 
was a time of medical, but also social, experiments 
(e.g., in the field of social psychology). This has pro-
vided us with a lot of valuable knowledge, but at the 
same time could raise concerns. From today’s per-
spective, this could simply arouse many ethical res-
ervations. Certainly, they could not be carried out 
today. We have now come to a deeper reflection on 
not only what is ethical and what is not, but what is 
allowed and what is not. At the same time, this does 
not obscure significant ethical dilemmas. With the 
development of experimental sciences they seem to 
be growing. This has resulted in numerous regula-
tions in the form of codes of ethics, committees of 
ethics giving permission to conduct research. These 
practices were implemented into social sciences, 
sometimes in the exact form, not taking into account 
the specifics of doing social research, for instance, 
its distinctiveness from research in the field of nat-
ural sciences.

Secondly, the interest in ethical issues is associat-
ed with the increase in sensitivity and social con-
sciousness and not only awareness of research 
as such. Just as the first reason translated into the 
institutional dimension of doing science is associ-
ated with the process of institutionalization of con-
temporary social reality, so can the other one be 
associated with cultural and social changes. These 
include the processes of democratization and em-
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phasizing human rights, including the protection 
of minority rights, the individualization process, et 
cetera. Within this perspective, we may be dealing 
with the desire to minimize the asymmetry of the 
roles of the researcher and the participant, making 
the researcher an equal partner of interaction and 
co-creator of the research process. Some go further 
turning this attitude into assumptions of new ethics 
called alternative.

Finally, the third reason, in my opinion the one 
which most activates the ethical discussion, espe-
cially in the field of social sciences, is the dynam-
ics of contemporary social changes resulting from 
the development of technology. The development of 
the Internet, which has become a global resource of 
data and their exchange, forces qualitative research-
ers to take a stand on the issue of data archiving, 
their reanalysis, and determining the boundary for 
creating qualitative Big Data, which in qualitative 
research are called Big Qualidata. What is more, the 
situation of the participant as a person for whom the 
researcher is to guarantee anonymity often chang-
es. In the era of a bigger or smaller presence of each 
of us in virtual reality, it is becoming more and 
more difficult to ensure anonymity. And, a complete 
change in the profile of the participant in the situa-
tion of qualitative research may deprive empirical 
data of the context, very important in this perspec-
tive, and thus the methodological sense. Another no 
less important factor is the fact that the Internet is 
not only a communication tool, but also a specific 
technological solution for data storage. Regarding 
empirical data, it enables their storage for personal 
use and, above all, archiving. Digitization of data, 
formulated a few years ago as a potential condition 
for receiving grant funding, has now become a mat-
ter of institutional and individual obviousness. We 
all have everything in our computers and clouds. It 

is a matter of deciding to whom and how we will 
make our materials available and sometimes we 
have to face the loss of them when devices fail and 
we have not made backup copies.

My intention in this text is to refer to three indicated 
dimensions, with particular emphasis on the last of 
them, which will be commented on in relation to the 
specific methodological approach, that is biographi-
cal research. This is dictated by two considerations. 
First of all, I think that the assumptions of norma-
tive ethics should be confronted with applied ethics 
especially concerning social sciences, the main part 
of which is empirical research. And, this is not relat-
ed to the relativization of one towards the other, but 
rather to the realization that the model indications 
are each time verified by research material, which 
in the case of social sciences is the social reality. In 
other words, it happens that strict compliance with 
ethical codes does not guarantee actual ethical be-
havior.2 Therefore, it is good to consider ethical con-
cerns using the example of particular research prob-
lems framed by specific methodology. Secondly, 
I choose the biographical perspective because I have 
been working with this method for years. Thus, my 
comments are the result of my own experiences, ob-
servations, and, above all, personally experienced 
dilemmas. To some extent, referring to Socratic 
maxim, “I know that I know nothing,” the longer 
I conduct biographical research, the more dilemmas 
can arise, and the necessity to meet new challenges 
of the present day is also significant. I also treat this 
article as a continuation of the text published in 2018 
(see: Kaźmierska 2018). The subject of both is the re-
flection on ethical issues in biographical research, 
which I treat as a voice in the discussion.

2 This can be shown using the example of the discussion 
around informed consent, which I write more about elsewhere 
(Kaźmierska 2018).
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In the first part of the text, I will focus on synthetic 
signaling of the first two reasons I have indicated 
for intensifying discussions on ethical issues. How-
ever, it is not my aim to reconstruct the ongoing dis-
cussion in the field of ethics, especially in qualita-
tive research. What I intend to do is to outline the 
general background for the issues presented later 
in the article. Only, they seemingly do not connect 
with the next main part of the text. I consider them 
to be an important background to further consider-
ations which are shaped by the ongoing discussions 
and approaches.

Human and Posthuman Ethics—New/Old 
Insights

When reconstructing (in a very general way) the 
development of ethics discourse in science we can 
say that it started to be dynamic when general 
normative ethics appeared to be problematic and 
when researchers were confronted with specific 
problems in the field of applied ethics. The start-
ing point in modern sciences was the positivist 
approach evaluating any acquisition of knowl-
edge according to the assumption that all methods 
which develop science are allowed (Wawrzyniak 
2005:62). The source of this belief was the rational-
ist Enlightenment tradition which assumed that 
the multiplication of the wealth of knowledge is an 
unquestionable assumption (Rancew-Sikora and 
Cymbrowski 2016:27) while rationality and prog-
ress are the fundamental ideals of Western society 
(Kincaid, Dupré, and Wylie 2007:4). The develop-
ment of natural sciences which prioritizes the de-
velopment of science as knowledge of homo sapi-
ens, or better—of humanity, has stopped devoting 
attention to the ethical dimension of some research 
and especially to the situation of individuals who 
were to be subjected to it. One of the significant 

moments in shaping the discussion on the conse-
quences of this assumption was the publication of 
Van Rensselaer Potter’s Bioethics: Bridge to the Fu-
ture from 1971 introducing the concept of bioeth-
ics. Potter was a biochemist and oncologist. Thus, 
his ethical reflection was inspired by his research 
experience: “Mankind is urgently in need of a new 
wisdom that will provide ‘knowledge of how to 
use knowledge’ for man’s survival and improve-
ment in the quality of life” (Ventura-Juncá 2011:82). 
Today, it is difficult to imagine scientific research in 
the field of medicine without the decisions of bio-
ethics committees. They are one of the elements of 
comprehensive actions leading to the institution-
alization of ethics through the introduction of eth-
ical codes, the ethics committees mentioned, and 
the obligation to obtain informed consent from 
the participants. Regulating the behavior of re-
searchers was taking place still in the normative 
paradigm, hence in a “natural” way “the phenom-
enon of managing moral processes in institutions 
appeared, assuming the hierarchy of moral com-
petence...—a new civilizational expression of eth-
ics authorization is the almost mass introduction 
of codes of ethics in state services, big companies” 
(Wiśniewski 2005:31), and let us add—in science, 
including social sciences. The codes mainly refer to 
normative ethics which in turn give standards for 
applied ethics. Apart from general ethics regula-
tions, social research ethics should, in my opinion, 
be considered mainly as an example of applied eth-
ics, especially in qualitative research. This is due to 
the specificity of social sciences, whose matter is an 
individual and his/her social behavior. At the same 
time the problem is that we are dealing with an 
“inappropriate imposition of a biomedical model 
of research ethics onto the social sciences…and the 
use of technocratic approaches to research ethics” 
(Mauthner 2019:678). As a result, sometimes, as the 
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authors say, “imagined dangers” (Kohn and Shore 
2017:236) are formulated against quite typical re-
search based on in-depth interviews and face to 
face contact with people.3 Whereas the first differ-
ence between natural sciences and social sciences, 
especially in the field of qualitative research, is re-
lated to contextual and situational character of the 
last one, it is very difficult to establish general, uni-
versal rules and codify the research process with-
out considering its context. This criticism has been 
expressed by many scholars (e.g., Klockars 2000; 
Miller and Bell 2002; Wiśniewski 2005; Merrill and 
West 2009; Kaźmierska 2018). Their main argument 
is that we cannot directly implant the natural sci-
ences’ standards to social sciences. The authors 
mentioned here form criticism from a “convention-
al” position. It should also be noted that one of the 
effects of the discussion and the tension between 
the standards of natural sciences and the attempt 
to implement them in social sciences is the emer-
gence of a different ethical approach. The classic 
one, deriving from the normative perspective, was 
called conventional or humanist ethics, which 
means that it focuses on structuring relations be-

3 “For example, a research project led by one of the authors on 
‘Constitutional Reform in New Zealand and Other Common-
wealth Countries’ entailed in-depth interviews with various 
categories of experts, including senior civil servants, govern-
ment ministers, journalists, high court judges, and constitu-
tional experts. However, the ethics committee refused to grant 
approval for a number of reasons. One of these was summed 
up in the panel’s comments: Recruitment and coercion: Given 
the status of the PIs [Principal Investigators] and the acknowl-
edged presence of possible special relationships (Section C7) it 
might be that invited participants would find it difficult to de-
cline. It would be desirable if a recruitment methodology were 
devised in which (a) a direct approach from the PI was omit-
ted and/or (b) a process in which the PI was unable to ascer-
tain who participated and who did not was put in place (e.g., 
this information was compartmentalized within the research 
team). In a design employing purposive sampling, this is not 
a simple matter, but the Committee would like to know if this 
could be considered to minimize any likelihood of coercion 
(Letter from the University of Auckland Human Participants 
Ethics Committee, 2013)” (Kohn and Shore 2017:236).

tween people treated as independent subjects. An 
important element of this view was the assumption 
about the unequal power relationship between the 
researchers and the research subjects. As alterna-
tive approaches, posthumanist ethics appeared, 
which shifts the focus from power relationship 
“toward the ‘world-making’ powers of practices of in-
quiry” (Mauthner 2019:670-671). The participant 
becomes an active subject in the research process 
and “there is no separation between finding out 
the world (the realm of knowledge) and ensuring 
that no harm is done in the course of such an in-
vestigation (the realm of ethics)…Knowledge pro-
duction is an inherently ethical matter” (Mauthner 
2019:680). As Mauthner points out, posthumanist 
ethics does not invalidate normatively understood 
research ethics, but at the same time it reconfigures 
its practices eliminating the asymmetry of power. 
In studies emerging from the normative paradigm 
there is a presupposed inequality of roles. It is the 
researcher who designs the study, its author and 
executor. The researched person, even if he or she 
is treated subjectively, remains one of the elements 
of this project.

A much more radical approach in this respect was 
presented by Denzin and Giardina (2007:18) who 
postulating alternative ethics say: “the purpose of 
research is not the production of new knowledge 
per se. Rather, the purposes are pedagogical, polit-
ical, moral, and ethical, involving the enhancement 
of moral agency, the production of moral discern-
ment, a commitment to praxis, justice, an ethic of 
resistance, and a performative pedagogy that resists 
oppression.” We can see that the authors neglect the 
classical aim of knowledge in the frame of rational-
ist, positivist paradigm. Precisely, they neglect the 
sense of academic science (Burawoy 2005) and they 
focus on more than an engaged approach: 
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subjects and researchers develop collaborative, pub-

lic, pedagogical relationships. The walls between 

subjects and observers are deliberately broken down. 

Confidentiality disappears, for there is nothing to 

hide or protect. Participation is entirely voluntary, 

hence there is no need for subjects to sign forms in-

dicating that their consent is “informed.” The activi-

ties that make up the research are participatory; that 

is, they are performative, collaborative, and action 

and praxis based. Hence, participants are not asked 

to submit to specific procedures or treatment condi-

tions. Instead, acting together, researchers and sub-

jects work to produce change in the world. [Denzin 

and Giardina 2007:20] 

If we compare this idea with Burawoy’s proposal 
of varied types of social science: academic, but also 
public or engaged, we can see that he gives an al-
ternative to different ways of building and apply-
ing the knowledge. Each way of doing science is 
related to a slightly different theoretical framework 
and the idea is to be able to identify it and to know 
in which framework the research is conducted. 
Whereas Denzin and Giardina leave no alternative. 
They are not focused on creating new knowledge, 
but on promoting local knowledge and unpriv-
ileged, socially excluded voices. We can see that 
such a perspective fits very well with the processes 
of decolonization, democratization, breaking down 
barriers and differences. It is also built against the 
mainstream way of doing science. In fact, it could 
be treated as a sensitizing strategy which helps to 
reflect on the research process. Nevertheless, it is 
difficult to accept this approach at face value, espe-
cially if applied to all kinds of qualitative research. 
Perhaps the alternative ethics could be helpful in 
fieldwork in local (postcolonial, marginalized, ex-
cluded) environments and communities, in the sit-
uation when power relationship is clearly defined 

and extended beyond the research situation, for 
example, when a researcher represents a powerful 
part of society. We can treat the ideas of alternative 
ethics as a sort of laboratory showing the dynam-
ics of relations between the researcher and those 
who are the subjects. We can also consider the idea 
of alternative ethics as a critical voice directed to-
wards mainstream normative ethics. At the same 
time, it should be realized that these procedures 
also are problematic. First of all, if treating them 
not as a sort of utopian concept, we can say that: 

Despite the tempting simplicity and suggestiveness 

of the postulates above, the problem of relations 

between the list of declared values and the world 

remains unsolved, just like in the case of codes of 

scientific associations. Creating general declarations 

and postulates is not directly related to the creation 

of knowledge about social reality, and even partly 

opposes it because it involves building a model of 

social relations which do not exist or are rare and 

which may prove impossible to implement. Local 

communities are treated as a model for all other 

groups. Even if we acknowledge the positive value 

of utopia for social change, we are not sure whether 

scientists should be the direct actors of this change. 

[Rancew-Sikora and Cymbrowski 2016:33-34] 

As a remedy for such a polarized presentation of 
the ethical issues by Rancew-Sikora, Cymbrowski 
proposes the symbolic interactionism approach. It 
constitutes a good supplement to the normative and 
critical perspectives, it allows one to describe and 
understand the processuality and ambiguity of the 
modern world because it offers work at the source: 
on the definition of the problem, while taking into 
account the diversity of resources and daily practic-
es of institutions that define them (Rancew-Sikora 
and Cymbrowski 2016:35). I personally find this ap-
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proach closest to my perspective—it does not inval-
idate normative models, it does not unconditionally 
emancipate interactive processes, which are also 
subject to specific rules.

The framework outlining the activities of modern 
social researchers and ethical perspectives present-
ed here in a nutshell constitutes the background 
for making specific decisions in the field of ethical 
choices or reflection on the ethical aspects of the 
research process. However, in my opinion, what 
is currently formatting them most is primarily the 
progress of information technologies which have 
forced a significant cultural change.

Archiving Biographical Materials—From 
Negligence to Mindfulness

When Pierre Nora (1989) claimed that uncertainty 
as to what kind of knowledge about ourselves could 
be useful to the next generations would lead us to 
record the memories of contemporary society un-
critically, he perhaps could hardly foresee that what 
from a historian’s perspective he called memory 
“archival” quickly became the basic data resource 
collected not for future generations, but for contem-
porary needs. Therefore, in my opinion, we can ob-
serve now a significant cultural shift reorienting the 
way of our thinking in this respect.

At the time when Nora described the phenomenon 
of compulsory archiving associated with the trans-
formation of society aimed at dynamizing change 
and abandoning the reproduction of established 
forms of social life, he was rather referring to the 
postfigurative model of society and the “linear” 
paradigm of knowledge accumulation: from the 
past, through the present, to the future. Currently, 
in a prefigurative society of “mysterious children,” 

as Margaret Mead (1970) had put it, technological 
advances have led to a reversal of knowledge trans-
mission. The basic paradigm which stimulates the 
transfer of knowledge is its dynamic changeability, 
while the goals of education are determined primar-
ily by the postulate of pragmatism of knowledge 
formulated from the perspective of the present and 
not its autotelicity. Today is no longer about having 
knowledge for itself, but about having knowledge 
that could be useful or applied. Therefore, in a way, 
we are dealing with a certain paradox—we archive 
data not to preserve knowledge, but to (re)create 
it. Referring to the hypothesis of cultural lag that 
refers to the notion that culture takes time to catch 
up with technological innovations (Ogburn 1922),4 
it must be said that in this case social action quick-
ly adjusted to technological innovation. Thus, the 
condition for the archiving boom was the creation 
of new technologies enabling digitization of em-
pirical data and their unlimited accumulation. 
With regard to qualitative data and especially bi-
ographical research, for the first time in history, we 
have gained the possibility of unlimited archiving 
and thus sharing. This applies to both the once 
collected and digitized materials, as well as auto-
biographical narrations collected at present. What 
is more, archiving research has become obligatory, 
it is most often included in project applications as 
one of the elements of the research procedure. Na-
tasha Mauthner vividly describes this change. In 
the article devoted to problems of archiving and 
data sharing, she wrote: 

When I started out my career as a social scientist just 

a few years earlier in the late 1980s, it was seen as good 

practice to destroy the research data that we generat-

4 The evolutionist approach is not necessarily close to my heart, 
yet the presented idea well-represents the described phenom-
enon.
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ed—particularly personal data—once these had been 

analyzed and written up. And this was reflected in 

data protection policies adopted by Universities and 

funding agencies. Now, the notion of “good research 

practice” was being radically, but uncritically, rede-

fined. We were being asked to take it as given that 

what was seen as bad practice yesterday was, over-

night, turned into good practice. [Mauthner 2014:178] 

Perhaps this practice did not necessarily refer to 
all qualitative materials,5 especially biographical 
ones. They were not destroyed on purpose, yet we 
may agree that the need for taking care of empir-
ical material for years has been neglected. Refer-
ring to biographical research, a lot of data collected 
by researchers were kept in their offices or homes, 
sometimes in the form of tape records not even 
transcribed. Also, not all written autobiographical 
materials survived. Just to give two examples con-
sidering Polish research—in 1992-1994 I took part in 
the project Biography and National Identity based on 
biographical narrative interviews conducted with 
Poles who experienced the Second World War. It 
was the first project in Poland with the use of tape 
recorded biographical narrative interviews. After 
years, on the wave of the archiving movement, we 
decided to archive both the recordings and tran-
scriptions. It appeared that from more than 70 in-
terviews collected by eight researchers, we could 
find at our homes and offices only 22 tapes and 57 
transcriptions. The still available recordings and 
transcriptions of the interviews were archived 
in the years 2013-2014 in the Qualitative Data Ar-

5 It is enough to notice that one of the well-known sets, located 
in the British scientific environment, is The QUALIDATA 
Resource Center located in the Department of Sociology at 
the University of Essex. Established in the mid-1990s, it is 
now called the Economic and Social Data Service (ESDS). It 
provides access to a wide range of qualitative data from the 
social sciences. It contains research projects dating back to 
1970.

chive in the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, 
Polish Academy of Sciences (IFiS PAN). From the 
present perspective, I may say that the materials 
have gained additional value not only as sociologi-
cal data, but also historical (at least in terms of oral 
history) material—testimonies of the war witnesses 
generation—the majority of the interviewees had 
been already dead. I also regret that some record-
ings disappeared, perhaps the cassettes were used 
to record other interviews, but it was just a stan-
dard practice in those days.

Taking one more step back to the past, we should 
bear in mind that for a few decades of the 20th cen-
tury, when neo-positivist and scientific approaches 
had come to dominate international sociology, the 
biographical approach was still being cultivated in 
Poland, mainly due to Florian Znaniecki, who was 
an influential teacher of a generation of outstand-
ing sociologists, such as Józef Chałasiński and Jan 
Szczepański, who continued and developed his 
work. Znaniecki used diverse biographical materi-
als: private letters, written life histories, and written 
biographical stories on various topics. The last two 
were usually produced by various competitions or-
ganized by institutions, including academic ones. 
The authors of the best texts were rewarded and 
the texts were published. This was called “inspired 
memoir writing” and it became a sort of social ac-
tion because collecting memoirs “soon became not 
only an object of academic research, but also a factor 
of public life” (Szczepański 1982:7).6 A number of in-
stitutions solely focused on this type of activity, for 
example, the Polish Academy of Sciences, the Com-
mittee on Memoir-Writing, The Society of Friends of 

6 Polish sociologists’ contributions to biographical research 
based on collected memoirs have not become well-known due 
to the language barrier, as all their books were published in 
Polish (Bertaux 1981:6).
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Memoir-Writing storing the memoirs. The collected 
handwritten documents reached upwards of about 
900,000 (Wierzchoś 2008). Due to transition changes 
after 1989 (causing not only the lack of money, but 
also interest)7 the bulk of the material was neglected 
and then damaged. In 2002, the remaining docu-
ments were rescued by the KARTA Foundation and 
taken to the National Polish Archives where 165 
meters of memoirs manuscripts have been stored 
(Gluza 2002). This is the example of both concern 
and negligence. For sure, biographical materials by 
definition were not destroyed (as described by Mau-
thner), but at the same time, they were not stored in 
a proper way.

These two examples show the darker and brighter 
sides of the past approach to empirical qualitative 
data, but it is necessary to agree with Mauthner that 
the definition of “a good practice” has changed in 
this respect and, to some extent, we should consider 
such examples as the situation related more to the 
past issues than present problems.

Nowadays, due to technical development and 
also awareness changes, the Internet archives are 
massively created, the role of the interviewee is 
strengthened, especially if he/she acts as a witness 
to history. Even if most researchers do not share 
the radical assumptions of alternative ethics, they 
strive to overcome or at least weaken the previous-
ly described power relation, which has always been 

7 The lack of interest was caused, first of all, by the fact that 
some prominent actors of social/political life provided strong 
institutional support for mentioned institutions and activities. 
Although it was to some extent ideologically neutral, it was as-
sociated with an outgoing system and the diaries themselves 
were unreliable due to self-censorship. Another reason was 
that sociologists turned to problems that had been neglected 
for ideological reasons, and focused on all systemic changes 
that were taking place in front of their eyes. Researchers also 
had poor archiving expertise.

asymmetrical and put the researcher in a privi-
leged position. At the same time, this optimistic 
and more reflexive contemporary image also has 
some drawbacks and generates ethical problems, 
and this is the problem I would like to devote more 
attention to.

Big Qualidata Data: Paradoxes of 
Technological Achievements

The possibility of archiving and, what is linked to 
it, aggregating more and more qualitative data can 
be associated with the Big Data phenomenon, as 
it was named at the turn of the 20th and 21st centu-
ries, which is based on a combination of analytical 
theories and modern technology to analyze mass 
data (Przanowski 2014; Żulicki 2017; Mauthner 
2019). Empirical data collected during scientific 
research projects have a different status because 
they are collected in order to build knowledge (Żu-
licki 2017:182) in the first place. Secondly, Big Data 
should be associated primarily with quantitative 
data. However, it may be noticed that in “some of 
the ways Big Data discourses, practices and imag-
inaries are being taken up within qualitative re-
search” (Mauthner 2019:672). The first symptom is 
using the concept of Big Qualidata and Big QLR 
(Qualitative Longitudinal Research). The second 
one is reformatting the way of thinking within 
qualitative research as if we were dealing with 
Big Data. Mauthner comments that she first came 
across this term in 2016 during the workshop en-
titled BIG QUALIDATA: Tackling Analysis of Very 
Large Volumes of Qualitative Data in Social Science 
Research. The main problem was to show the ways 
of using the software “to address the key question 
of the workshop.” “Can social researchers scale-
up techniques of working with qualitative data 
and meaningfully analyze massively more text 
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than they can possibly read?” (Mauthner 2019:693 
[emphasis added by author]). Such an assumption 
completely changes the status of qualitative mate-
rial, especially in-depth interviews and life stories. 
After all, the application of these techniques is 
connected with searching the context and building 
a vision of the whole Gestalt by the researcher. Even 
if the final focus is on a fragment of the collected 
material, the starting point is the knowledge of the 
whole.

Therefore, we see here a significant reorientation of 
perceiving qualitative data. One of the differences 
between quantitative and qualitative data and the 
corresponding methodologies was in the essential 
meaning embedded in these terms. Quantitative 
research is based on large data sets, while qualita-
tive research is based on their limited number and 
in-depth analysis of the material. The massification 
of qualitative data can fundamentally change the 
sense of analysis and research procedures. I wrote 
about a “softer” change elsewhere (Kaźmierska 
2018:396): 

One very good example is the conviction that re-

searchers can, or even should, apply new tech-

nologies to qualitative research. Computer-based 

qualitative data analysis software (Q-DAS) has rev-

olutionized qualitative research in this respect. The 

belief that Q-DAS needs to be utilized has also en-

tered the field of biographical analysis. The main 

argument, especially among young adepts of bi-

ographical research (mainly PhD students) who are 

well-acquainted with the new technologies, is that it 

makes work easier. The conviction is not accompa-

nied by the deeper reflection that computer analysis 

of narratives is not just the application of a handy 

tool, but also frames methodological reasoning…

Each method entails a different way of conducting 

an analysis or doing biographical research in partic-

ular. Whether it is better or worse will depend on 

the researcher’s purpose and approach—but above 

all, it will be different. Unfortunately, this aspect of 

methodological reasoning is very rarely considered.8

We can also find an elaborated review of the opin-
ions for and against the use of Q-DAS in Krzysztof 
Konecki’s work (2019:143-146). In the light of Mau-
thner’s view cited above, it can be said that the 
phenomenon I am describing is not so disturbing, 
because it can be assumed that researchers using 
Q-DAS know their material. On the other hand, 
both Q-DAS and Big Qualidata analyses are part 
of researchers’ characteristic drive to codify, clas-
sify, and categorize data. Of course, there is noth-
ing wrong in this, it is more about distributing ac-
cents—attaching importance to the categorization of 
qualitative materials in a similar way as to quantita-
tive data may be due to conscious or unintentional 
following of the normative paradigm. Already in 
1990, a completely different time considering mod-
ern technologies (limited access to the Internet, lim-
ited methods of computer analysis), Edward Tufte 
(1990:50) described the process of data grouping in 
the following way: 

pair, merge, harmonize, synthesize, organize, con-

dense, reduce, boil down, choose, categorize, cata-

log, classify, refine, abstract, scan, look into, idealize, 

isolate, discriminate, distinguish, screen, sort, pick 

over, group, pigeonhole, integrate, blend, average, fil-

ter, lump, skip, smooth, chunk, inspect, approximate, 

8 To contrast, a reverse example can be given when researchers 
reflect on the possibility of using software in qualitative stud-
ies in the frame of phenomenological research: “[w]hile we as 
qualitative researchers may believe we are actively shaping the 
use of this software, we ignore at our peril how this software 
also shapes our research practices, our relationship to research, 
and ourselves as researchers” (Goble et al. 2012:17).
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cluster, aggregate, outline, summarize, itemize, re-

view, dip into, flip through, browse, glance into, leaf 

through, skim, list, glean, synopsize, winnow, wheat 

from chaff…

This is a fragment of a more elaborate characteristic, 
which, let us repeat, was formulated at a time when 
the technical possibilities of using the indicated 
methods of data grouping were much more limited. 
It can, therefore, be imagined that modern technol-
ogies strengthen, at least among some researchers, 
the desire to use them.

Thus, we may be dealing with the first paradox 
when an individual life story (remaining in the 
field of biographical research) can become an el-
ement of a large data set which a previously de-
signed program will browse for the content which 
is of a researcher’s interest. This is, of course, tech-
nically possible, and these solutions are sometimes 
used on specialized websites (databases) contain-
ing biographical materials. For example, the web-
site of the History Meeting House, modern and 
very well-constructed by the way, has, for instance, 
such functionality that by typing in the browser, 
for example, the name of the city or street, we can 
retrieve fragments of narrations and transcriptions 
in which this name appears. To be honest, until 
reading Natasha Mauthner’s article, I thought it was 
a great technological solution since it allows you to 
view large batches of material. However, I did not 
take into account the fact that currently this facility 
can be treated by researchers as the only research 
strategy, for instance, for some, it may be enough 
to filter the biographical material without having 
to read/listen to the entire story. This raises big 
methodological concerns (why do we need the life 
story at all?) and, above all, ethical doubts. Meeting 
the narrator and recording his/her story involves 

emotional, intellectual, and sometimes physical ef-
fort. Someone devotes their time, talks about his/
her life, the narration often launches the process 
of biographical work, forces a holistic view on his/
her own life. It can be a positive experience, but it 
can also be related to suffering, an effort to give 
meaning to one’s whole life. In short, it is usually 
a demanding experience. Each time when asking 
for a narration, we convince the interviewee that 
we are interested in his/her life as a unique and un-
repeatable constellation of biographical experienc-
es. If we treat this individual story in the manner 
described above, as an element of Big Qualidata, 
which the researcher will not read, then this raises 
serious ethical concerns. It can be said that what 
constituted the decisive advantage of biographical 
research in building the researcher-interviewee 
relationship was not treating the interviewee as 
a respondent—a machine for answering, but as 
a narrator to whom the researcher hands over the 
initiative.9 In the situation described above, this 
frame is again annulled, the context of the relation 
suspended, and the sense of the autobiographical 
relation is overlooked. From my observations of re-
search activities within the biographical approach, 
it follows that the scenario described above is quite 
probable, especially in the case of younger adepts 
of biographical research treating virtual reality 
and technologies creating it as the obvious or even 
the only possible way of approaching contempo-
rary research tasks. Another group of ethical con-
cerns is related to the area which was previous-
ly described as elements of “traditional” ethics, 
meaning normative ethics. The issue of anonym-
ity returns here like a boomerang. It is becoming 

9 Of course, it is difficult to talk about the total symmetry of the 
relationship and the abolishment of power in this case. After 
all, the researcher remained the researcher and the interview-
ee the research participant.
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increasingly difficult to guarantee anonymity in 
a situation when almost all of us, whether inten-
tionally or unknowingly, leave a trace on the In-
ternet. Thus, you can make a deliberate search or 
accidentally google someone. Additionally, “a key 
ethical issue is that while different data sets may 
be innocuous on their own, when aggregated, they 
can compromise people’s identities and invade 
their privacy” (Mauthner 2019:673). For example, 
“In 2008, a group of researchers publicly released 
profile data collected from the Facebook accounts 
of an entire cohort of college students from a US 
university. While good-faith attempts were made 
to hide the identity of the institution and protect 
the privacy of the data subjects, the source of the 
data was quickly identified, placing the privacy of 
the students at risk” (Zimmer 2010:313). Of course, 
there are environments where such identification 
is more than possible, like these from social media, 
but it may be also problematic in the case of “tradi-
tional” recorded and transcribed narratives. There-
fore, this situation generates another paradox—the 
more we want to respect someone’s privacy, the 
more we tend to anonymize, which results in the 
dehumanization of the data, and in turn, raises 
another ethical dilemma. For example, the issue of 
a broadly informed consent returns—which would 
guarantee the permission of the participant to use 
the material beyond the given research situation 
and the related question if even a broadly informed 
consent can predict all the future research and an-
alytical situations?

Last but not least, there is one more paradox which 
leads to further ethical dilemmas. The technical 
possibilities of collecting and archiving qualitative 
data, in particular biographical materials, have led 
to a situation that I call unintended data inflation. In 
my opinion, there are two dimensions to this in-

flation. First of all, duty memory (Nora 1989)10 led 
to increased activity in the field of biographical 
data and especially oral history. The events which 
the 20th century abounded with in a natural way 
helped to search for witnesses to history and col-
lect their accounts. In the last decades of the 20th 
century, archives began to be massively created. 
Social and biographical time—a wish to save the 
memories of the departing generation support-
ed by new technology favored the collection and 
archiving of life stories. What is more, this activ-
ity, along with propagating the witness’s story 
and empowering his/her role in history, is seen 
as genuinely useful. It is part of the processes of 
democratization of memory and legitimizing the 
so-called voice of an ordinary man. It is not only 
about activities within oral history, but also about 
interpretive sociology. These motivations and their 
positive assessment cannot be denied and I am 
their ardent supporter. At the same time, howev-
er, this sometimes compulsive collecting of life 
stories in the context of intervention projects, for 
example, saving the memories of witnesses, can 
paradoxically lead to the deindividualization and 
objectification of these stories, especially if we 
consider the storyteller perspective. This is what 
breeds yet another paradox—we collect accounts 
to save them from oblivion because we have such 
technical possibilities (digital recording and ar-
chiving). In this way, a positivist, Enlightenment 
point of view is activated to some extent—the mul-
tiplication of the wealth of knowledge is superior 
to other effects of activities. I admit that I realized 
this quite recently during one of the biographical 
seminars when discussing issues related to collec-

10 Duty memory is one of the memory types distinguished by 
Nora. Duty memory is related to the awareness of the necessi-
ty and preservation of the past especially of the marginalized 
one, excluded from the mainstream memory.
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tive and biographical memory about the German 
camp for Polish children established by the Nazi 
Germans during the Second World War.11 Various 
post-war circumstances (there is no room for their 
detailed characteristics) meant that the memory 
of this camp practically did not exist at the level 
of the local community—the city of Lodz or in the 
Polish collective memory, let alone international/
European knowledge. From the perspective of the 
issues discussed here, I am interested in biograph-
ical memory. Almost nobody was interested in the 
history of the prisoners and their biographies, and 
if any actions were taken in this regard, they were 
of an incidental nature. It is within this formula—
the restoration of memory—that one of the most 
dynamic and distinguished foundations in this 
field has recorded several witness accounts in the 
form of audio and video. If we were to stop here, 
we could consider this action a remarkable exam-
ple worth following—giving voice to history wit-
nesses. The continuation of this story, however, is 
that all their lives these witnesses were convinced 
that their history was depreciated, and interpret-
ed the meeting and the interview situation as an 
act of validation. It can be said that in a sense this 
is what had happened. However, the problem was 
that after the time of recording no one had ever 
contacted them again, did not say what happened 
to their stories. They had been archived and made 
available on the foundation’s website, so it can be 
said that everything went as it should have. How-
ever, if you look at this issue from the point of view 
of the interviewees, being those representing these 
specific biographical experiences which for years 
had been strongly marginalized if not eliminated 

11 It was the only such concentration camp in Europe, whose 
prisoners were children from 6 to 16 years of age (in practice, 
also younger, 2-year-old children were imprisoned there). The 
camp existed from December 1942 until the Red Army entered 
in January 1945.

from collective memory, then such action can be 
considered not entirely ethical. Witnesses were 
treated as the story donors, not its subjects. This ex-
ample illustrates very well, firstly, the illusiveness 
of the universality of certain procedural solutions, 
including those written in ethical codes, informed 
consents. Secondly, it emphasizes the need to as-
sess the importance of the situation every time, not 
only in the methodological, but also in the ethical 
context. In this particular situation, leaving the in-
terviewees to themselves can raise serious doubts, 
even if the action is taken in good faith and objec-
tively can be socially useful as such.

Another important aspect of data inflation is the 
situation which concerns many researchers, in-
cluding my professional experience. The contem-
porary work mode of research projects, which usu-
ally last two or three years, perhaps fits well within 
the framework of quantitative research, while in 
the case of qualitative and especially biographical 
research, this time limit in principle prevents the 
reliable use of collected materials. By reliable use 
I do not mean that the analytical work done during 
the grant period is unreliable. The point is that 
much of the analytical potential is not used due to 
the time pressure. When the project is finished, it 
is necessary to write a new proposal to meet the 
institutional requirements. Meanwhile, especially 
in the case of biographical research, the collected 
material could be used for research purposes for 
many years to come. It is in this sense that I have 
a feeling of the inflation of the biographical data 
which I have not used enough, although one of the 
most important conditions for a good narrative in-
terview is to build a trust relationship based on the 
narrator’s belief that his/her life story is important 
and unique for the researcher. We build this trust 
honestly, after which it turns out that we are not 
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able to live up to this promise by archiving materi-
als and not using their analytical potential. In my 
opinion, this is a very important ethical problem 
referring to both the relationship with the inter-
viewee and to the work ethos when we are aware 
of putting away the empirical data which could be 
analyzed. An apparent solution to this problem 
is the implementation of computer analyses de-
scribed earlier, enabling viewing large batches of 
material. However, it should be clearly stated that 
this is not what we agree on with our interlocutors 
and it is not about the agreement contained in the 
informed consent, but what a life story is in social, 
cultural, but also epistemic terms—it is an integral 
story built from the perspective of a specific whole-
ness. “The meaningful order of one’s own life his-
tory has at its center the unfolding of one’s own 
biographical identity in relationship to the overall 
‘gestalt’ of concatenated and coexisting life histori-
cal processes” (Schütze 2008:9). 

To some extent, the solution to this dilemma is the 
increasingly common practice of revisiting and 
reanalyzing. This is possible thanks to archiving 
and access to data collected by other researchers. 
The revisit may also refer to your own materials. 
In such case, again, it is difficult to talk about the 
unambiguity of the situation. The argumentation 
presented above shows the advantages of reanal-
ysis and additionally gives sense to archiving—we 
have resources which we can come back to, which 
we can analyze after years, for example, critical-
ly or simply reflectively referring to the analytical 
work once performed. One example is the return to 
the texts and studies mentioned earlier: Biography 
and National Identity. In 2014, the team of research-
ers met again to comment on the analyses and ar-
ticles created at that time from the perspective of 
the twenty years that have passed since the study 

was carried out. The result of the recorded discus-
sion was published in 201612 together with a reissue 
of texts published in 1996 and other articles which 
were published later on. The researchers had the 
opportunity to refer to their analyses written at that 
time and comment on their texts from the present 
perspective. Considering the contemporary scien-
tific publishing policy, issuing such a book was not 
associated with increasing the authors’ publishing 
output and the acquisition of additional points. Its 
value consisted in collecting scattered texts, show-
ing the value of returning to the once collected 
materials, and above all—although this was not 
a clearly defined goal from the perspective of the 
issues discussed here—we “revived” the materials 
collected twenty years ago and thereby empowered 
their authors, that is, the narrators of their biogra-
phies.

The example shown is a form of a return visit un-
dertaken by the same researchers. Therefore, it can 
be said that the original research context had been 
preserved and it is difficult to consider here, for ex-
ample, a significant change in the analytical context 
and the new situation where there is a discrepancy 
between “to what people are being asked to con-
sent, and to what they believe they are consenting” 
(Hammersley and Traianou 2012:89). It may then 
raise ethical dilemmas whether we are using the 
material in accordance with the narrators’ informed 
consent (written or oral).

The same author points out, however, that the situ-
ation is generally difficult to be clearly determined 
because: 

12 Biografia i wojna. Metoda biograficzno w badaniu procesów spo-
łecznych. Wybór tekstów [Biography and War. The Biographical 
Method in the Study of Social Processes] (Dopierała and Waniek 
2016).
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data are reflexively constructed within research 

processes rather than existing independently of 

these. From this point of view, data cannot be first 

collected and analyzed and then “re-used” by other 

researchers for the purpose of “secondary” analysis. 

Indeed, data cannot even be “collected” in the first 

place because they are always constructed…The con-

clusion drawn is that it is possible, and desirable, to 

use material that other researchers have generated; 

and that the process of analysis here is no different 

in epistemic status from that in primary research 

because the data are necessarily constituted, contex-

tualized and recontextualized within any project. 

As a result, the problems of “fit” and “context” are 

no more likely to arise in research using data from 

an earlier study than they are in one where “new” 

data are produced. [Hammersley 2009:1-2] 

Two conclusions follow this: firstly, even a re-
turn visit by the same researcher is always a new 
form of analysis. Of course, in my opinion, it is 
not a constructivist approach in the sense that it is 
difficult not to talk about a more permanent inter-
pretative framework. Rather, the point is that the 
researcher’s analytical view is each time contextu-
alized by his/her experience, knowledge, and re-
flectiveness. This was clearly seen in the return to 
the above-described project Biography and National 
Identity.

Secondly, as I have already noted, it is difficult to 
clearly codify the relationship between the narra-
tor and researcher concerning the interaction itself 
(neither the researcher nor the interviewee can 
project what will happen during the encounter, 
and how the story will emerge and be experienced 
by both) and then the analysis process. One should 
also take into account the fact that the narration 
becomes an element of a larger data collection and 

other life stories as a contrastive comparison also 
constitute the analytical context. 

Another variant of secondary analysis is the re-
searcher’s return to other people’s materials, which 
had been analyzed before. In the case of biograph-
ical research, this practice seems quite obvious in 
the sense that we can consider a specific type of 
autobiographical material, for example, narration, 
written autobiography, diary, and letters. In prin-
ciple, all these data can be considered as indepen-
dent cultural texts.13 Here, as an example we can 
point to the written autobiographies of the Chicago 
school, for example, The Jack Roller (Shaw 1966), or 
the autobiography of Władek Wiśniewski included 
in the 3rd Volume of The Polish Peasant in Europe and 
America by William Thomas and Florian Znaniecki 
(1918-1920)—just to remind, the first research based 
on the biographical approach. Due to the cente-
nary of its publication in 2018 the Department of 
the Sociology of Culture at the University of Lodz 
organized four seminars focused on the reanaly-
sis of letters and the autobiography, as well as the 
authors’ methodological and theoretical approach. 
The revisit after 100 years based on contempo-
rary knowledge and new analytical approaches 
was very inspiring and enabled us to discuss both 
Thomas and Znaniecki’s input and some mistakes 
they made. This example shows that it would be 
difficult to raise any ethical concern related to 
the data, whereas more ethical and critical com-

13 Also in relation to some autobiographical narrative inter-
views one can say that they have become cultural texts. These 
are such narrations on the basis of which you can create the 
so-called portrait chapters and in analytical work they become 
special portrait case studies. This is because their subject is, for 
example, a life history, biographical experiences, the manner of 
storytelling, et cetera, exemplifying very well a specific social 
phenomenon or a specific type of biography. For example, such 
an interview is the narration of Hyüla, a Turkish immigrant to 
Germany (Schütze 2003).
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ments could be actually directed towards Thomas 
and Znaniecki (Waniek 2019). This kind of analy-
sis helps to reflect on the development of ethical 
thinking and sensitivity which have developed in 
this case over time. Especially that today classic 
monographs based on autobiographies can be in-
terpreted using contemporary procedures. Even if 
the reanalysis is critical, its aim is not to discredit 
the method used by the founders of the biograph-
ical method nor to question their results, but, on 
the contrary, to recognize them as fascinating and 
undeservedly forgotten (Czyżewski 1992:95-96). 

Concluding Remarks

As I highlighted at the beginning, the purpose of 
this text is to join the ongoing discussion. First of all, 
I believe that this is a necessary discussion and con-
sidering ethical issues is a constant responsibility of 
every researcher in the course of their research. The 
direction of development of this reflection, outlined 
in the first part of the text, shows the constant ten-
sion between normative ethics, or as some research-
ers want—human ethics, and its posthuman alter-
natives.

Despite the suggestions of researchers of social 
sciences, especially qualitative sciences, it seems 
that the normative paradigm is not only dominant, 
but also becomes the basic frame of reference in 
the processes of institutionalization of science, to 
which we are increasingly subjected. I do not in-
tend to refer to it in a generally critical way, putting 
alternative ethics in its opposition, which applies 
not only to the realm of (ethical) acting, but also 
to the realm of knowledge and “a broad socio-po-
litical philosophy which is at odds with that un-
derpinning most social science” (Hammersley and 
Traianou 2014:9). The authors continue that in most 

cases researchers approve of “a liberal acceptance 
of the division of occupational tasks and respon-
sibilities and the limits associated with these; and 
a distrust of utopianism in favor of a realism that 
emphasizes recognition of the constraints on ac-
tion” (Hammersley and Traianou 2014:9-10). I en-
tirely agree with this statement.

Therefore, what is the solution? In my opinion, 
there is no simple answer. The concepts of human 
ethics are worth considering as long as they do 
frame researchers’ sensitivity and are not treated 
as a set of rules of ethical codes which will allow 
the researcher to protect him- or herself against the 
interference of ethics committees. In other words, 
the point is not about having complete documen-
tation, completing all the formalities and losing 
sensitivity in the process of collecting material 
and contacting the research participants. Alterna-
tive proposals, on the other hand, may have the 
power to sensitize the researcher to the research 
situation, but respecting them also does not nec-
essarily guarantee conducting research free from 
ethical tensions. Therefore, the basic reflection is 
the offer of constant discussion and sensitivity to 
the emergence of new problems and circumstanc-
es. Their examples are included in the second part 
of the text. I wanted to share them because, despite 
the growing attention which I try to devote to these 
issues in my work or discussions with other re-
searchers, the issues presented in the article have, 
until recently, escaped my attention. I do not claim 
that these thoughts are insightful and introduce 
completely new problems to the discussion. Never-
theless, I treat sharing my reflection as an example, 
perhaps unfortunate because it is quite late, of the 
development of self-reflection associated with the 
observation of the dynamically changing frames in 
which one of the qualitative methods is used.
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