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Biographical methods and research practice

During the last decades, qualitative biographical/narrative methods gained a
prominent position within the spectrum of social science methodology and
research practice, mainly due to a reaction to the positivist-empiricist domi-
nance and associated views of social reality. After an initial interest to bio-
graphical methods, which followed the edition of ‘The Polish Peasant in
Europe and America (1919-1921)’ by Thomas and Znaniecki (1958), bio-
graphical and generally qualitative research methods gave way to empiri-
cist-quantitative approaches and only since the end of 1960 the positivist
domination begun to be unsettled (Halfacree and Boyle 1993; Findlay and Li
1997; Tsiolis 2006).

Empiricism reduces social reality to a series of observable and discrete,
highly atomistic entities (events, behaviors etc), which may be allegedly
categorized and measured with the use of ‘objective’ quantitative methods
by more or less ‘neutral’ social scientists (losifides 2008). The purpose of
this, is the discovery of empirical, ‘law like’ regularities between variables,
which are considered to exhaust both social processes and causal relations
(losifides and Spyridakis 2006; losifides 2008). Against this, a view of social
reality as consisted by meaningful actions and social interaction, gives great
emphasis on individual meanings and interpretations and moves human
subjectivity and social inter-subjectivity from the periphery to the center of
social inquiry. Instead of variable-oriented law like explanations, such a view
adopts an understanding (verstehen) approach to social phenomena, grant-
ing qualitative methods (including biographical/narrative approaches) an
indispensable position in social research practice (losifides 2008). Indeed
biographical approaches aim at the reconstruction of life trajectories of re-
search participants and of the ways of making sense of the world, of their
conceptualizations, meanings and representations of it. We would add to
those, the investigation of their practices, actions, interactions, the influence
of socio-economic and cultural context and the role of the personal, familial
and social material conditions and circumstances (losifides 2008).
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Biographical methods in the social sciences lead to an increased appre-
ciation of the role of agency and subjectivity in producing and reproducing
social reality, of the ways of mediation of broader social structures by an
active human agency and of the efforts of constructing coherent biographies
through different and diverse experiences, conceptualizations and events
(Katrivesis, 2004; Tsiolis 2006; Apitzsch and Siouti 2007; Creswell 2007).
As regards research practice, the biographical interview differs considerably
from other types of interviewing, for example from the more focused in-
depth qualitative interviewing. The main difference lies to the special role of
the researcher as an ‘active listener’ of the life story/biographical narrative of
participant which is the result of a well designed and carefully formulated
‘generative question’ (Tsiolis 2006). The main purpose of the biographical
interview is the production of a detailed biographical narrative with the least
possible interventions by the researcher. After the narration phase, a more
active interaction between the participant and the researcher, in the form of
classical qualitative interviewing, may follow (losifides 2008). Thus, bio-
graphical research, aims at the production of a reconstruction of the biogra-
phy/life history of the participants, which may be simultaneously character-
ised by elements such as narratives of efforts for the realisation of personal
plans, interactions with institutional and societal rules and demands, bio-
graphical experiences of powerlessness and weakness, phases of rapid
and unforeseeable change and biographical ruptures and the multi-
dimensional relations between events, societal influences, meanings, repre-
sentations, decision making processes and the continuing struggle to formu-
late and maintain a sense of biographical coherence over time (Tsiolis
2006, 2007; losifides 2008). There is probably no other social phenomenon
which marks personal biographies with almost all the above ways than mi-
gration. For this reason the next sections turn to a more analytic debate of
some key issues in biographical migration research.

Biographical methods in migration research

The study of migration phenomenon was, for a long time, dominated by
empiricist-positivist approaches, concerning mainly with the process of mi-
gration decision making and modeling aspects of the phenomenon as de-
termined by a series of discrete, interrelated variables, either at the levels of
the individual and small groups (i.e. family, household etc.) or at the macro
level such as country or regional development performance, unemployment
rate etc. The call to incorporate biographical/narrative methods in studying
migration aims at overcoming the limitations of empiricist approaches in a
series of ways (Halfacree & Boyle 1993; Findlay & Li 1997). The first is re-
lated to placing agential intentionality and meaning making processes at the
centre of migration research practice and thus moving away from determi-
nistic and law-like causal explanations. The second is related to paying at-
tention to the importance of ‘practical consciousness’ along with the uncon-
scious and the discursive, that is paying attention to the ways which agents
act in everyday life without reflecting thoroughly or plan upon their actions.
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Finally, other ways include the detailed investigation of the multiplicity and
multi-dimensionality of subjective migration experiences and the attention
on the cultural dimension of processes related to migration phenomena.

Nevertheless, in many instances, reaction to empiricism in migration
studies took, the form of exaggerations as regards the role of agency and
subjectivity in producing and reproducing social reality, leading to neglect of
broader structural factors, voluntarism and an almost total replacement of
efforts to discover and analyze social causation processes with ‘interpreta-
tive understanding’ through lay discourses. In this paper, we adopt a more
balanced position as regards the role of biographical methods in migration
studies. We view those methods as extremely useful devises for under-
standing and causally explain the complex interplay between meaningful
action and structural/cultural context (Laoire 2000; losifides 2004).

Key issues in biographical migration research
The quality-quantity debate

Qualitative methods and in particular biographical methods can enrich
our understanding of the complex and multidimensional phenomenon of
migration as compared mainly to the traditional positivist employment of
quantitative techniques to migration studies. This employment entails meth-
odological individualism, a utilitarian ontology of the self and uniform con-
cept of rationality (Boswell 2008: 552). On the contrary, biographical and
qualitative methods in general, may help to take into account the social and
cultural context of any ‘rational’ decision making and the meanings and in-
terpretations that actors ascribe to their actions and to the actions of others.
Some of the most well-known strengths of biographical, and to some extent
of almost all qualitative methods, are the in-depth and holistic understanding
of phenomena and processes, the avoidance of imposing commonsensical
or the researcher’s categories to actors, subtlety, detail and the avoidance
of the limitation of the discourses of actors to some (usually pre-selected)
quantitative variables (Rubin and Rubin 2005). One example, showing the
potentially valuable role of biographical and qualitative methods in general,
in researching various aspects and dimensions of migration phenomenon, is
related to the different meanings, that some migrants within certain con-
texts, attach to ‘friendship’ and in particular to ‘friendship with natives’. For
them, ‘friendship with natives’ means ‘superficial friendly contact’ and not
‘more or less stable relations of reciprocity and solidarity’. So the positive
response to a question about whether migrants have native friends refers to
the former concept of friendship and not to the latter (losifides et al. 2007).
Thus, only the in-depth investigation of the life course of immigrants and
their biographical experiences of social relations in the host country may
highlight the reasons for the adoption of this particular meaning of ‘friend-
ship with natives’ rather than other alternative meanings and interpretations.

Biographical methods in migration studies may be applied to a series of
specific domains related to different aspects of biographical migratory ex-
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periences such as for example migration decision making and motivation,
identity formation and change (see for example Kazmierska 2003), the role
of social capital and social networks, processes of social integration and/or
exclusion, political/social participation and mobilization etc. Biographical
methods can lead to thorough investigation of the above aspects of migra-
tory processes mainly because they place temporality, sequenciality, trajec-
tory paths, and personal and/or collective memory at the center of social
inquiry (Apitzsch and Siouti 2007). Furthermore, biographical methods may
lead to detailed and comprehensive reconstructions of linking chains be-
tween events, meanings/interpretations, actions and practices. As regards
practices, the examination of their genealogy and evolution may result in
theoretical propositions of embeddedness within broader social structures
which function quite independently of interpretations of actors. To give but
one example, individual reasons and interpretations of migrants for the ac-
ceptance of specific kind of jobs need not have any direct relation’ to the
functioning of ‘ethnic specialization’ systems in the labour market, which
often result in channeling migrants of specific ethnic background or gender
to certain economic and labour market niches, irrespective of educational
and other skills (losifides et al. 2007). This last remark leads us to the ex-
amination, in the next section, of the relation between agency and structure,
and how this relation can be incorporated in or highlighted from biographical
migration research.

The relation between agency and structure

Generally, the relation between agency and structure is probably the
most important issue of interest for sociological theorizing, addressed im-
plicitly or explicitly in almost every theoretical and methodological strategy in
the social sciences. There has been a quite powerful tendency in social
theory either to reduce agency to structure (structuralism) or structure to
individuals or interactions between individuals (methodological individualism
and situationism) (Mouzelis 1991, 1995; Archer 1995). Efforts to resolve the
‘paradox’ of structure — agency relations include conceptualizations of struc-
ture and agency as mutually constitutive, granting to structure a ‘virtual exis-
tence’ coming into being through the social practices of actors (structuration
theory) (Archer 1995). Finally discursive analytic approaches to social theo-
rizing tend to fall either in methodological individualism/situationism or
macro-constructionism (Burr 2003).

A thorough critique of the above approaches exceeds the scope of the
present paper. Nevertheless it has to be noted that biographical approaches
are usually viewed and applied as part of the micro-sociological paradigm in
the sense that the existence and influence of structural factors on individu-
als or social groups are undervalued and the powers (intentional and

' In the sense of knowing and conceptualizing the existence and/or the ways of functioning of
such systems.
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through discourse) of actors are exaggerated. Problems associated with
those approaches may be resolved subject to a different conceptualisation
of the relations between agency and structure. This conceptualisation en-
tails a view both of agency and structure as existent in a separate way (ana-
lytic dualism), holding distinct characteristics and powers irreducible to one
another and being in a constant interplay (Archer 1995). In this way bio-
graphical methods may contribute in a significant way not only to the inves-
tigation of the ways that individual or social interpretations and discourses
produce results such as social action but also of the ways broader societal
factors and structures condition meanings and interpretations (Sims-
Schouten et al. 2007). Returning to the example of immigrant social net-
working and ‘ethnic specialisation’ (see previous section), a biographical
approach may highlight in great detail the life trajectories of immigrants re-
sulting in social networking along with the associated in depth examination
of immigrant’s meanings and interpretations related to crucial decisions and
actions. But, equally importantly, biographical approaches may contribute to
our understanding of how broader contextual and structural features of im-
migrant’s social networks, condition (constrain or enable) actions and mean-
ing making processes (see also Archer 2000, 2003).

The realism-relativism debate

The crucial question about the way of conceptualisation and interpreta-
tion of the biographical narrative, about its usefulness and its relation to
broader social processes, introduces us inevitably to some form of the real-
ism-relativism debate. Relativist positions, mainly those of the strong ver-
sion of social constructionism, stress that biographical narratives are the
mere product of the communicative interaction between the researcher and
the research participant in the present (that is at the time of interaction), and
cannot be used in order to highlight the impacts and role of any ‘real’ proc-
esses (see Tsiolis 2006). Thus, a narrative of an immigrant about her trajec-
tory of spatial and social mobility in the host country, about passing different
stages and phases resulted in modified social situation and relations, have
value only as ‘accounts’ that is as interpretations or discourses. As those
accounts or interpretations/discourses exhaust the domain of the social,
they cannot inform us about any ‘reality’ behind the told story (Steensen
n.d.a.).

The problems of strong versions of social constructionism and relativism
in general, are manifold”. Those versions cannot lead to satisfactory expla-
nations of how discourses are produced and changed and on why some
discourses are characterized by more durability and impact than others.
This is because strong social constructionism does not acknowledge the
dialectical interplay between discursive and extra-discursive elements and

2 A comprehensive critique of relativism and strong social constructionism in social theorizing
and research practice exceeds the scope of the present article. For a philosophical critique see
Boghossian 2006 and for a sociological one see Sayer 2004.
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factors, falling to a form of ‘discursive reductionism’ (Sims-Schouten et al.
2007). Furthermore, those versions of constructionism tend to ignore social
hierarchies and the positioning (or conditioning) of discourses within hierar-
chical social and organisational systems and sub-systems (Mouzelis 1991).
Thus, the discourses of migration policy officials, employers, immigrant
community leaders and immigrants with different social characteristics do
not ‘construct’ social reality in the same way and to the same extend.
Whose constructions matter, when and why, is not a feature of discourse
alone but of extra-discursive factors as well (social hierarchies, systems of
material recourse and power distribution, structured positions systems etc.).

Those points remind us the centrality of interpretative/action power of
human agency along with the fact that those powers are always exercised
within given circumstances and structures, are characterized by unintended
consequences and influenced by the intentions and unintended outcomes of
actions of others (losifides 2008). Especially in the field of migration studies,
biographical narratives may lead to deeper understanding of social proc-
esses and inform policy making, subject to their conceptualisation not just
as ‘stories’, but as reconstructions of the complex and dialectical interplay
between agency action and meaning making with certain structural and sys-
temic conditions, constrains and enablements (Archer 1995, losifides 2008).

Biographical Migration Research: The Special Issue

In this special edition we include five papers that each, in different ways,
address research on migration from a biographical perspective and that col-
lectively develop and contribute to a number of the cross-cutting themes
that have been raised in this introduction.

In the first paper Breda Gray draws on an extensive archival project
documenting the life narratives of those who stayed behind in Ireland during
the 1950s era of mass-emigration. In so doing her work addresses a lacuna
in migration studies in general and biographical approaches in particular
that have until recently tended to focus on migrant narratives and migration
processes crucially ignoring those who stay behind. She argues that the
ways in which individuals account for their decision to stay has continuing
significance in structuring subjectivity to the present day and, drawing on
the archival project, she explores the relevance of different theorizations of
social change (late-modern, post-modern and feminist) to our ‘obsession’
with memory and self-narration in the 21% century (the biographical turn).
The theme of increasing individualisation and uncertainty in late modernity
(Bauman 2001, Beck and Beck-Gernshein 2002) is also taken up by Anas-
tasia Christou who argues in her paper that migrants increasingly make
sense of themselves through biographical accounts - reflexively ordered
narratives of self identity. In her research on counter diasporic second gen-
eration and return migrants to Greece and Cyprus she acknowledges that
subject positions are framed by gender, ethnicity, class as well as social
experiences that include selected memories imaginings, and trauma. Mi-
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grant narratives are therefore relational, socially situated, and are con-
structed, (re) negotiated and articulated in different ways in different times
and spaces.

Christina Clark-Kazak’s paper focuses on biographical research methods
and specifically the power dynamics involved in narrative research drawing
on a study of young Congolese migrants in Uganda. The paper highlights
some of the ethical and representational issues associated with undertaking
biographical research that are particularly compounded in the global south
where often donor/recipient relationships exist between the researcher and
the researched. Jesper Bjarnesen also draws on research from the global
south and presents a case study of a young lvorian Migrant in which he
employs a multi-method mobile life history approach as a methodological
framework. This is based on four analytical concepts, mobility and mobile
livelihoods that embrace the wider socio-cultural context; hopefulness that
encompasses the uncertainty associated with migration, vital conjunctures
that replaces chronology which has little meaning in many societies; and
emplacement that incorporates the meanings associated with particular
places.

The final paper in this special issue by Michelle Moran-Taylor focuses on
ethnographic research with Guatemalan migrants who have migrated ‘north’
but also back ‘south’. She argues that in-depth understandings of return
have been neglected in migration research yet return migration has a pro-
found impact on social life in the country of origin.
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