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A difficult dialogue

Um diálogo difícil

Cynthia Andersen Sarti 2

Firstly, I would like to compliment the authors
and this journal on the initiative to promote the
public debate on the inadequacy of the norms
that govern the Committees for Ethics in Research
(known in Portuguese as CEPs) in Brazil, regard-
ing qualitative research developed in the Human
and Social Sciences.

The current norms have been causing serious
constraints to fieldwork and analyses that em-
ploy qualitative methodologies. The debate is
particularly relevant and urgent, since there is a
consensus about the need to create norms for
research procedures, in their ethical aspects, in all
the areas of knowledge. This is due to the fact
that sometimes the results of scientific research
do not favor the researched groups or people;
they may even harm them. We know that scien-
tific/technological progress and human progress
do not necessarily walk together. The problem is
that we need to establish norms respecting the
specificities of the different areas of knowledge.

Guerriero and Dallari go straight to the point
when they analyze the inadequacy of Resolution
CNS 196/96 of the Ministry of Health, which cre-
ates rules for “researches involving human be-
ings”. The authors argue that the inadequacy of
the rules in relation to qualitative research con-

cerns the incompatibility between such rules and
the interpretative paradigm of the human and
social sciences. They strengthen the point of view
of the researchers in these areas, expressed in di-
verse critical analyses about the action of the
CEPs1-5. They highlight aspects that are relevant
to the discussion about ethics in qualitative re-
search: the researcher’s subjectivity as a tool in
his/her work; the specificity of the techniques; the
interpretative character of knowledge; the charac-
ter of contextualized activity, which makes it diffi-
cult to think about scientific production as strictly
“individual”; the text that reveals different voices
and points of view; the relationship between re-
searcher and research subject as a problem.

The authors show that in the interpretative
paradigms, based on which qualitative research
is developed, “ethics is intrinsic to the research
methodology”. It originates from the research it-
self; it is “not an aspect that is outside it, to be
evaluated separately”. The discussion on ethical
aspects continually accompanies qualitative re-
search in all its phases: data collection, analysis
and results presentation. Thus, Guerriero and
Dallari conclude that “it is essential to consider
the paradigms that guide each research study, so
that it is possible to analyze their ethical aspects”.
One can understand from this that each para-
digm has its own evaluation rules. And here lies
the difficulty faced by the CEPs.

The authors refer to the documents that in-
fluenced Resolution CNS 196/96, the Belmont
Report and the CIOMS 1993 guidelines, which
assume the existence of only one research para-
digm, based on its application to the biomedical
and behavioral areas. They show that the Brazil-
ian norm extends their limits and encompasses
all the researches that “involve human beings”,
from whatever knowledge area. This posture sug-
gests, according to Oliveira6, “a certain extrapo-
lation of domains” that he calls “biocentrism”, as
it “arbitrarily imposes a local, biomedical view
on research practice, or on ethics in research prac-
tice, as if it were universal”. As the authors show,
from that, several kinds of problems arise.

Considering the area of Health, it is impor-
tant to highlight that the interdisciplinary per-
spective is fundamental, since all the scientific fields
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involved in that area depend on the contribution
of the others. The object of the Health area tran-
scends the field of each discipline. When one
knowledge field is assimilated into another one,
however, they lose the alterity that constitutes
them as specific areas and we are before the hege-
mony of one over the other, which obstructs di-
alogue. There is always some degree of tension in
this dialogue, as an equitable position of the pos-
tulates of the distinct fields of knowledge is
searched. Nevertheless, there are ways in which
this dialogue is possible. One can resort to the
mode of functioning of the human sciences, ac-
cording to which, the paradigms neither over-
come nor succeed one another. They coexist, pre-
venting us from looking for an imaginary victo-
ry of one over the other7, which would hinder the
coexistence of distinct references.

The authors argue that the paradigms of each
one of these scientific fields are radically differ-
ent. There is no possible identification. In the
Health area, the difference of paradigms is con-
stitutive. There are distinct views and equally dif-
ferent ways to approach the object. Therefore,
their articulation can only happen based on the
recognition of the differences. Thus, the first
movement towards dialogue is separation, so
that the next step may lead to an encounter3.

As the interdisciplinary practice is a social
practice that involves, as such, power relations, it
brings with it the risk that the features of one of
the disciplines are dissolved, due to the hegemo-
ny of the other one. When this happens, alterity
is extinguished, together with the possibility of
the necessary exchange in a dialogic field. The
development of the fields must be allowed, based
on their own epistemology and on their own sci-
entific criteria, which are recognized as different.
Dialogue is obstructed when one field is assimi-
lated into the other, as occurs in the guidelines
that govern the CEPs.

Taking into account this diversity of para-
digms becomes a necessity in the scope of the
ethics committees, as argued by Guerriero and
Dallari, so that their norms and codes can be
applied to different kinds of research. This, in
itself, is an ethical posture, because it is estab-
lished based on the recognition of distinct fields
of knowledge. The ethical discussion supposes
the existence of confrontation and negotiation
between distinct points of view, because the dif-
ferences are “immeasurable” (or would it be bet-
ter to say, insurmountable?).

The authors summarize the aspects around
which the ethical discussion gravitates, when one

reflects on the mismatches between the CEPs
norms and qualitative research. It is worth to
stand out the relationship between the researcher
and the research subject and the polemic regard-
ing the informed consent (in Portuguese, Termo
de Consentimento Livre e Esclarecido - TCLE).

The issue of the ethical regulation of research
by the CEPs has been criticized particularly in the
scope of anthropology. This issue was summa-
rized in the book edited by the Brazilian Anthro-
pology Association4. As anthropology, in its ori-
gin, studies cultures that are different from that
of the researcher, it views the discussion about the
relationship between the anthropologist and his/
her “object” of study as a problem that is not only
ethical and methodological, but also epistemo-
logical. Anthropological knowledge was built pre-
cisely within this set of problems. If the relation-
ship is not established in adequate terms for both
sides, the research cannot be carried out. Thus,
every scientific discipline, to validate itself, is con-
stituted from the dialogue between the scholar
and his/her peers; however, texts that are valid in
the area of anthropology must be supported, in
addition, by the conditions of the dialogue be-
tween the researcher and the research subject8.

I start from the assumption that the ethical
discussion in research must take into account the
conditions in which this discussion occurs, so that
it happens based on the principle of equity. As
social scientists, we know that the same phrase is
heard differently, depending on who speaks. The
more a person is socially invested with authority,
the more he/she will be heard. The legitimacy of
the discourse of a recognized scientific authority
is guaranteed by the place the scientist occupies in
society. Therefore, the terms of the relationship
among those who speak will give meaning to what
is said. This means, finally, that the ethical discus-
sion involves a political discussion, which is to say
that it is permeated with the power relationships
in society. The place of the scientist/researcher, and
also the place of the research subject, is inscribed
in a social and symbolic order that defines in ad-
vance the place of each one of them. This order –
which the scientist can either reproduce or ques-
tion – defines who is the object and who can be
the subject of knowledge.

The TCLE is based on the assumption that
the research “subject” has the autonomy to
choose. We should ask about the conditions of
possibility of the existence of this autonomous
subject, who freely consents. Countless questions
emerge: what are the terms of the communica-
tion between the researcher and the research sub-
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ject? What place each of them speaks from? How
does one see and face the other?

The consent of the research “subject”, partic-
ularly in the area of Health, leans on the author-
ity of the professional/researcher, whose dis-
course is assimilated as a knowledge that is so-
cially legitimated and recognized. This is the way
in which this discourse will be internalized by in-
dividuals, mainly by the “patients” placed in a
situation of vulnerability. Given the identification
between knowledge and power, the implicit risk
in this assimilation leads to the notion of sym-
bolic violence9. The possibility of exercising this
form of symbolic violence emerges when there is
no discussion about the bases on which the con-
sent of the research subjects is founded. It is nec-
essary to ask why the research subjects consent1,
what their reasons are, mainly when they are “pa-
tients”. Moreover, we should ask whether the re-
search subjects can refuse to consent, exercising
disobedience as an ethical exercise10.

Thus, I agree with the authors when they sug-
gest that the TCLE should be considered as a
principle, but not as model of procedure. The
form of consent depends on the manner in which
the relationship between the researcher and the
research subject is established and developed. This
applies to anonymity, another aspect to be nego-
tiated and decided with the informants. To be
clearly explicit on these matters, throughout the
entire research study, gives the ethical dimension
of qualitative research.

In this perspective, it is fundamental to high-
light, as the authors do, that, in qualitative re-
search, we do research “with” human beings,
which emphasizes the relational and dialogic char-
acter of research. Thus, the research should be
viewed as a handicraft process that is built at
every stage6. The consent is not “given”; rather, it
is built throughout the research. It is a process
that needs to be continually reiterated. Thus, the
researcher often “defines, with the research sub-
ject, the aim of the study, as well as its strategies”.
He/she negotiates with the research subject, his/
her interlocutor, the terms of the research. There-
fore, the ethical consent cannot be given in ad-
vance, before the research experience. It is present
in all the stages, in situ and, afterwards, ex situ,
as Ramos11 puts it. I agree with the authors when
they say that the principles of autonomy and be-
neficence, which support Resolution CNS 196/
96, are encompassed in qualitative research, “due
to their own characteristics”: the research subject
not only consents, but also interferes in the re-
search development.

Thus, there is a paradox in the way in which
the Committees for Ethics in Research were con-
stituted in Brazil. They were the product of an
intense social struggle against the abuses of the
so-called scientific research. However, they insti-
tuted other forms of denial of the Other. By uni-
versalizing assumptions and procedures of bio-
medical research, the guidelines ignore other fields
of knowledge. The ethical discussion is related to
the recognition of alterity; therefore, by taking as
an universal paradigm what refers to one field of
knowledge, extinguishing the differences, this basic
principle is denied. Thus, again, I agree with the
authors when they say that it is fundamental to
elaborate specific guidelines for research studies
that are oriented by the interpretative paradigm,
and that these guidelines should be effectively in-
corporated in the CEPs, by all the members of
these committees, in order to avoid their segre-
gation in separate spaces. One last issue remains:
how should these guidelines be elaborated? It is
fundamental that they are approved by the sci-
entific associations of each area of knowledge.

Collaborator

CSM Ventura translated the article into English.
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Rigor and ethics:
challenges in qualitative research

Rigor e ética:
desafios na pesquisa qualitativa

Margareth Angelo 3

The article in debate is extremely opportune for
two reasons. First of all, although the reflection
on the theme is common among qualitative re-
searchers, its debate is unpublished in a scientific
Portuguese language publication. Secondly, the
text can represent the beginning a movement of
reflection and debates concerning qualitative
project review, doubtless necessary in Brazilian
academic environment. This movement has al-
ready been improved in other countries by sev-
eral authors in journals specialized in qualitative
method. Those journals usually publish papers
on researchers’ experience in their interaction with
Ethics Committees and Research Committees of
health institutions.

The article’s title makes me to consider my
own experience with Ethics Committees, and to
agree with authors’ argument concerning the need
of appropriate ethical guidelines to qualitative
researches in health. How many of us already
spent a long time answering to Ethics Commit-
tees’ questions concerning our projects, explain-
ing the reason of sample is not defined or which
are the study variables? Although I have never
refused to explain the requested information,
many were the times that I realized I was answer-
ing questions that reflected total unawareness
about principles, assumptions and qualitative
investigation processes. 3 Nursing School, University of São Paulo. angelm@usp.br
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Qualitative research is not a variation of
quantitative research1, as seem to suggest some
arguments we witnessed in our daily practice as
researchers and teachers of research methodolo-
gy. It is not possible to understand the qualitative
research as other form of reaching the same ob-
jectives of quantitative research. How is it possi-
ble to a quantitative researcher to review strate-
gies of qualitative sampling without understand-
ing qualitative analytical processes and goals?

The complexity of qualitative research needs
to be understood and thoroughly disseminated,
in order to be properly valued. Qualitative re-
search is still known just as a research modality
that collects histories, narratives, and experience
descriptions. As representatives of a discipline, we
have failed to communicate the methods and the
role of qualitative inquiry role to our professional
colleagues and to the public in general2.

The complexity of qualitative research is re-
flected in the way as certain ethical themes should
be considered and properly analyzed, because this
complexity does not allow the application of eth-
ical protocols built for quantitative researches.

The article approaches some key-subjects in
the ethical conduct in qualitative research, espe-
cially the process of informed consent and the
confidentiality, which present peculiar character-
istics in qualitative research context. To these ones
I also join the subject of secrecy, related to the
participants as well as to the findings of the re-
search. The appropriate handling of confidential
data is based on three dimensions: (a) the re-
spect to people and their autonomy and free-
dom to maintain privacy and secrecy; (b) the
concept that secrets can be shared as each person
choose, and (c) the understanding that the prom-
ise of confidentiality acknowledge each person’s
desire and right to share information3.

The appropriate balance among confidenti-
ality, autonomy and reciprocal protection is not
a simple issue, and these problems when they
arise are not easily solved. These aspects consti-
tute dilemmatic moments in the research con-
duction that should be considered from the be-
ginning of the research project planning. The
project should reflect the transparency of re-
searcher’s actions in relation of those issues.


