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Social research and privacy, qualitative survey,
the eyes of morality and the narrative of society

Toshio Sakamoto*

MAbstract

This document examines the ethics of qualitative social research from a
standpoint of privacy. Participant observation and fieldwork focuses closely on
people’s daily lives, observing and recording. It is from there that concerns about
privacy-related ethics arise. In this document, we examine one of the key concepts
in privacy: intimacy. To wit, this research project observes the destruction of inti-
macy in conjunction with observation and recording.

The relationship between sociological research and the breakdown of inti-
macy is observed from two viewpoints. The first looks at the relationship between
the researcher and the research subject, examining the dilemma of the distance of
nonintervention and intimacy that can be observed between the two, and considers
the betrayal of social relationships that P. L. Berger called the “disengagement of
existential concerns”. The second is the influence that observation and research
has on the research subject’s self-awareness, and the destruction of intimacy that
arises from that influence. These issues are seen not only in sociological research,
but also in photography and other forms of observation and voyeurism; but the ef-
fect of the latter on research subjects’ self-awareness contains unavoidable issues
that are indeed unique to sociology.

Through debate on such subjects, the author examines the feasibility or other-
wise of avoiding privacy issues in social research, looking into social approval of
the eyes of morality, the difference between personal and social narrative, and
proposing the prevention of the replacing of social narrative with personal narra-

tive.

Key words: privacy, Goffman, ethics, social research

*Nanzan University
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