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Chapter 6
Epistemological Issues in Qualitative 
Migration Research: Self-Reflexivity, 
Objectivity and Subjectivity

Theodoros Iosifides

6.1  �Introduction

This chapter concerns some crucial epistemological issues related to qualitative 
research methods in general and qualitative findings in particular, with special 
emphasis on migration processes. First, I discuss some central epistemological mat-
ters of qualitative social research in general, related to the complex and, sometimes, 
challenging or problematic relations between ontology, epistemology and method-
ology. Then, I proceed to the more specialized discussion of issues of interest within 
the context of this chapter such as:

•	 Self-reflectivity: the power differentials between participants and researchers 
during and after the research process and thus the need for constant reflexivity of 
the researcher. Moreover, the need to place self-reflexive elaborations and subse-
quent modifications at the centre of the research process and as powerful means 
for the evaluation and interpretation of qualitative data and findings

•	 Subjectivity and objectivity in qualitative migration research: here, I offer a cri-
tique to the traditional hostility of qualitative methods to the notion of objectiv-
ity – which is always equated to the positivist conceptualization of it – and I 
propose different and alternative notions of objectivity and truth which hopefully 
contribute to the dismantling of the dichotomies of objectivity/subjectivity in 
social research in general and qualitative migration research in particular.

Finally, the chapter concludes by stressing the need for qualitative migration 
research to become more relevant in contemporary social relations, which are char-
acterized by extreme injustice and inequality. Those, in my view, can be reached by 
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reconciliating notions of self-reflexivity, subjectivity, objectivity, interpretation and 
causality in qualitative methods.

6.2  �Some Ontological and Epistemological Issues 
in Qualitative Migration Research

In this part of the paper, I discuss some crucial issues of ontology and epistemology 
in social sciences in general, and in qualitative research in particular, and how onto-
logical and epistemological commitments are implicitly or explicitly linked with 
methodological choices and practices. I give special emphasis in critiquing some of 
the most widespread ontological and epistemological accounts in contemporary 
qualitative research, those of interpretivism and social constructionism, and offer 
critical realist meta-theoretical assumptions as a viable alternative (Iosifides 2011a, 
2012). Consequently, I proceed with examining qualitative research practice on 
migratory processes which is simultaneously interpretive and explanatory, and 
avoids both the shortcomings of positivism and the traps of relativism of any persua-
sion (see Hammersley 2008, 2009).

It is more than common in contemporary qualitative inquiry in its broadest sense, 
to be conceptualised as inherently linked with certain meta-theoretical and episte-
mological approaches, notably those of interpretivism and various versions of social 
constructionism and post-structuralism. Thus, Tsiolis (2014, p. 29), for example, 
directly connects qualitative methods with the interpretivist approach, adopting the 
extremely widespread position that the entirety of social reality is a symbolic con-
struction. Conceptualizations of qualitative methods such as this, inherently connect 
qualitative and quantitative methods with certain meta-theoretical and epistemo-
logical theses and, explicitly or implicitly, reproduce the unfruitful dichotomy 
between qualitative and quantitative research (Lim and Wieling 2004; Iosifides 
2011b). I think that although it is beyond dispute that positivism and neo-positivism 
opt for quantitative methods while interpretivism and social constructionism for 
qualitative ones, the opposite is not the case and has not to be the case. There are no 
separate qualitative and quantitative paradigms and epistemologies, that is, there are 
no inherent and necessary connections and linkages of different methods to certain 
epistemological principles. Different methodological strategies and approaches are 
appropriate for the investigation of different aspects and dimensions of social real-
ity, phenomena and processes. The latter are characterised by aspects and dimen-
sions of more qualitative or quantitative character and can be approached by the 
respective methods or by their combination under any meta-theoretical scheme. The 
real question is how ontological, epistemological and methodological choices, 
either explicit or implicit, may enhance explanatory power and produce meaningful 
answers to research questions.

For example, the phenomenon of deportations and the socio-political processes 
which are associated with it, are characterized by various aspects, some of which 
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are more qualitative and some more quantitative in character. Thus, a quantitative 
researcher might be more interested in the number of deportations states are engaged 
with every year and to the quantification of state categorizations of wanted and 
unwanted migrants. A qualitative researcher might be more interested in the inves-
tigation of how social relations produce racist and discriminatory practices such as 
deportations, subjectification processes of deportees, the role of securitization dis-
courses and associated material practices to migrant selectivity and so on (see, for 
example, de Genova 2002; Skleparis 2016a, b). Thus, I advocate a kind of qualita-
tive methodological approach which treats qualitative data as evidence for describ-
ing, analyzing and explaining broader social realities, phenomena and processes. 
This kind of qualitative research practice is re-oriented from its strong linkages with 
certain versions of interpretivism and social constructionism avoiding their weak-
nesses and pitfalls (see Iosifides 2011b, 2012).

Interpretivism, or to be more precise, certain versions of it, reduce social reality 
to interpretations, beliefs and conceptualizations of it, denying any notion of inde-
pendence of various aspects of reality from individual and collective interpretations. 
In this way, this kind of interpretivism adopts a “narrow” ontological position – 
reality is confined to agential action governed by subjective and inter-subjective 
interpretations and meanings. This approach derives from the epistemological thesis 
according to which our knowledge of reality cannot move beyond individual and 
collective meanings and interpretations (see Hartwig 2007). Moreover, this kind of 
interpretivism is totally hostile to any notion of causality in the social world and 
causal explanation of social phenomena and processes replacing these notions with 
verstehen, that is, understanding of meaning and meaningful actions of social 
agents. This is because those versions of interpretive thinking equate causality and 
causal explanation with the positivist conceptualization of it and implicitly adopt its 
positivist definition. They cannot move beyond the positivist notion of causality – a 
successionist, independent and distinct cause and effect view of it  – and cannot 
imagine any alternatives to it. Thus, the rightful rejection of positivist causality 
leads to the abandonment of any notion of causality and causal explanation in the 
social world.

The above characteristics of this version of interpretivism, which is the most 
widespread in contemporary qualitative research, notably the exhaustion of reality 
to interpretations and meanings, the abandonment of causal thinking of any manner 
and the almost total prioritization of agential subjectivity and action are simultane-
ously its greater weaknesses (see Wengraf 2001; Willis 2007) First, they do not 
allow for adjudicating between more and less valid meanings, beliefs and interpre-
tations, and they do not acknowledge misunderstandings and false (not just differ-
ent) interpretations (Iosifides 2011a). Second, they dissociate understandings of the 
point of view of social actors from explaining them as well, that is from making an 
effort to explore the causal conditions which allowed certain beliefs, meanings and 
interpretations to arise and not others. And finally, they reduce social reality to sub-
jective agential action, ignoring and neglecting a series of other factors and causal 
powers such as materiality, structural conditioning, social power asymmetries or 
cultural dynamics (see Elder-Vass 2010, 2012).
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Now, it is extremely difficult to imagine the congruent functioning of those fea-
tures of this version of interpretivism in practice, both in ordinary everyday life and 
in qualitative research practice. As Potter and López (2001, p. 9) point out:

We can (and do!) rationally judge between competing theories on the basis of their intrinsic 
merits as explanations of reality. We do so both scientifically and in everyday life. If we 
could not we would not be very frequently successful in even our most mundane activities. 
Science, in one sense at least, is merely a refinement and extension of what we do in the 
practical functioning of everyday life. However, it is a refinement!

The necessity of adjudicating between different meanings and interpretations, of 
acknowledging the complexity and ontological depth of reality and of locating 
agential meaning making and action within the broader interplay of different and 
distinct causal powers becomes clearer if we think about some examples from 
migration research. For instance, conducting qualitative biographical research about 
immigrant lived experiences, subjectivities and interpretations within certain ver-
sions of interpretive thinking – for example, phenomenological or symbolic interac-
tionist approaches – is associated with the explicit or implicit premise according to 
which interpretations and meanings of immigrants refer to and are the products of 
the research interactional context and not to any reality or realities “out there” (see 
Iosifides and Sporton 2009). Thus, it is very common that within such ontological 
and epistemological frameworks:

…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’ processes (see 
Tsiolis 2006). Thus, a narrative of an immigrant about her trajectory 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. (Iosifides and Sporton 2009, p. 105)

Of course, the consequences of such thinking are more than important. For exam-
ple, they are related to the inability to account for how exactly immigrant subjectivi-
ties and meanings are formed and how they are shaped and influenced by 
unacknowledged and uncontrolled by individual immigrant factors such as the 
mostly structural process of categorizing some geographical mobile people as 
migrants. They are also related to the abandoning of efforts to formulate criteria for 
separating valid from invalid beliefs and interpretations. This is, of course, under-
standable when reality and interpretations of reality are epistemologically taken to 
be the same thing, but this kind of thinking leads inevitably to the position that all 
interpretations have equal validity and the inability to account for false interpreta-
tions, beliefs and meanings (see Sayer 2000; Manicas 2009). Thus, racist and xeno-
phobic interpretations and categorizations of migrants are false interpretations in 
the sense that they are not related to any real features of the categorized groups – 
which, of course, exist outside of the interactional context that such interpretations 
are formed (see Carter 2000). At the same time, those beliefs have real causal 
impacts on social processes as they lead to social and material de-valuation of cer-
tain social groups and categories.
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Now, let me briefly discuss social constructionism and, more specifically, the 
version of the so called “strong”, “strict” or radical social constructionism (Elder-
Vass 2012), which influences contemporary qualitative research in general and 
qualitative migration research in particular. This kind of social constructionism dif-
fers from interpretivism in adopting a macro perspective and in reducing human 
agency, subjectivity and agential action to discourse and discursive practice (see 
Sayer 2000; Carter 2000). This kind of social constructionism views “…reality, 
including social reality, as inseparable from socially constructed knowledge and its 
understandings” (Iosifides 2011b, p. 110). Thus, social phenomena, processes and 
realities are constructed by language and discourse and, epistemologically, we only 
have access to different discursive constructions of the social world and never to 
processes, social conditions and causal mechanisms, which exist and exert their 
influence independently of how they are thought of, conceptualized and linguisti-
cally described. Of course, it is impossible to proceed here with an adequate analy-
sis of the whole spectrum of constructionist thinking due to space constraints and 
because such a task exceeds the purposes of the present chapter. Nevertheless, I can 
briefly discuss some serious limitations and flaws of such kind of thinking associ-
ated with an example from migration studies indicating its negative effects on quali-
tative research practice.

First, this kind of social constructionism views linguistic forms, discourses and 
discursive practices as all pervasive and as constitutive of social relations, practices 
and processes. Constructionists of this kind fail to acknowledge, or explicitly 
declare, that there cannot be any separation between discursive and non- or extra 
discursive dimensions of social reality (see Laclau and Mouffe 1985). To be more 
precise, they fail to acknowledge that in many cases discourse can have access to 
realities beyond it. Moreover, they cannot imagine or account for that discourses 
may be simultaneously constitutive of social phenomena and constituted by realities 
ontologically existent separately from them. Thus, this version of social construc-
tionism is a kind of discursive reductionism, which do not allow for the account and 
researching of the whole range of social complexity and ontological depth of social 
reality. Second, radical social constructionism is based on a view of a much con-
tested and critiqued view of language as a closed, self-referential system of signs 
(see Archer 2000; Potter 2001), ignoring the referential potentialities of language 
and discourse and the role of practice in social life, which always exceeds and goes 
beyond linguistic forms and constructions (Sayer 2000; Nellhaus 2001; Fairclough 
et al. 2004). Finally, radical social constructionism cannot avoid internal inconsis-
tencies and contradictions and, especially, relativism, which undermines critical and 
emancipatory social research. This is because relativist thinking connects any asser-
tion about social reality with a certain conceptual scheme, which is rendered equally 
arbitrary and conventional with all others and thus does not allow for any kind of 
access to mind-independent realities (see Hammersley 2008). But as Hammersley 
(2009, p. 12) rightly points out:

To propose that there are no phenomena existing independently of our accounts of them is 
to put forward a knowledge claim. Yet if the validity of all knowledge claims is relative to 
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some socio-cultural framework or context, then this is true of this claim as well. And this 
means that in terms of some other frameworks or contexts it will be false.

Moreover, the inability to adjudicate between different discourses through relating 
them to extra-discursive realities is not resolved and continues to be a major prob-
lem even when the criteria of judging between different situations and conditions 
are ethical and moral. This is because relativist and discourse-reductionist thinking 
is all embracing and is not possible to limit it to the cognitive-epistemic realm. 
Thus, Hammersley (2009, p. 21) again stresses that:

From a relativist point of view, what is morally acceptable is so only in the context of a 
particular cultural framework, and could well be unacceptable from other perspectives. In 
these terms, the implications of relativism are the same as regards both epistemic and moral 
standards; so why abandon the former while retaining the latter?

Now, the limitations and fallacies of this kind of thinking and its disadvantages as 
regards social-scientific, critical, emancipatory qualitative research practice on 
migration can be indicated through the example of securitization research. 
Securitization means the conceptualisation and treatment of immigrants as a threat 
and problem, and is connected with illegalization and criminalization of migration 
and the whole range of associated actions and policies against cross-border mobility 
by certain categories of people (see Karyotis and Skleparis 2014). Methodologically, 
qualitative research on the field is based on the analysis of discursive practices of 
various social/institutional actors and, epistemologically, it has been influenced by 
various schools of thought, notably the constructionist Copenhagen School speech 
act securitization theory (see Squire 2009). Squire (2009), following partially this 
line of thinking and adopting the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe (1985) 
declares that:

…there exists a world and objects that are independent of discourse, but that these are only 
accessible through a discursive frame. When it comes to the process of analysis, such an 
approach is thus decidedly anti-objectivist, because it is based on the assumption that ‘natu-
ral facts are also discursive facts … (Squire 2009, p. 31)

And elsewhere:

There are thus two ontological assumptions on which an anti-objectivist theory of securiti-
zation is based. First, it rests on the assumption that any purely objective meaning or iden-
tity is impossible. Rather, it examines the relational processes that are inherent both to the 
construction of meaning and to the construction of identity. Second, it rests on the assump-
tion that a discursive order can never be complete, or that it can never reach the point of 
absolute closure. (Squire 2009, p. 31)

While I agree with most of the above remarks, I think that this line of thinking is 
characterized by all problems of radical constructionist approach and, eventually, 
limits critical and emancipatory potentialities and this, of course, irrespective of the 
political and theoretical theses of scholars who follow it. First, it equates the positiv-
ist notion of objectivity with objectivity in general. It cannot imagine that there may 
be certain inter-subjective discourses and certain conceptual schemes and frame-
works that grasp extra-discursive realities quite accurately. Actually, in many 
instances, the points of view of the dominated and exploited, such as those of 
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contemporary criminalized or illegalized migrants and the theoretical elaborations 
based on them, can grasp broader realities of capitalist relations across different 
geographical scales extremely accurately, because they derive from specific posi-
tions in social hierarchies (see Danermark et  al. 2002). Second, it leans towards 
epistemic and inevitably moral relativism. For if discourses construct reality and we 
have access only to them and not to the extra-discursive realm, then what are exactly 
the criteria of choosing among securitizing and non-securitizing discourses? As we 
indicated above, within relativist frameworks of thinking, there are not epistemic, 
cognitive or moral criteria to do so. Moreover, the assertion that we resist – theoreti-
cally and, some of us, in practice as well – securitizing discourses because they 
result in deeper exploitation and social injustice will not do either. For, given the 
relativist, radical constructionist reasoning, the realities of “exploitation” and 
“social injustice” are also discursive constructions and are connected to certain con-
ceptual schemes and, thus, we cannot assert that they exist outside those specific 
discourses and conceptual schemes.

Now, I propose a way of overcoming the limitations of both interpretivist and 
radical constructionist thinking in qualitative research in general and qualitative 
migration research in particular, without stepping back to positivism and neo-
positivism and without losing the invaluable qualities of interpretive and construc-
tionist approaches. This way is to pay attention to the ontological, epistemological 
and methodological theses of critical realism, which integrates interpretive and 
causal reasoning, the notion of a mind-independent reality with moderate construc-
tionism (Elder-Vass 2010), subjectivity with a different notion of objectivity and 
qualitative with quantitative methodological approaches (Danermark et  al. 2002; 
Iosifides 2011a). Understandably, I cannot elaborate on the whole richness and 
complexity of the critical realist approach, but I can refer to some of its most basic 
premises and more importantly to the ways that critical realist meta-theory modifies 
qualitative research practice.

Critical realism asserts that some social entities, processes and mechanisms exist 
independently from their interpretations and conceptualizations or from their iden-
tification as such (see Bhaskar 1993, 1998; Fleetwood 2005). This thesis indicates 
the importance and emphasis that realism gives on ontology. In other words, what 
exists in reality beyond interpretations and discursive formations. For realists then, 
the social world is characterized by ontological depth that is, by a complex spectrum 
of phenomena, processes, mechanisms and causal powers, which may be unobserv-
able or non-acknowledgeable but real, in the sense that they exert influences and 
contribute causally to the production of certain social outcomes (Cruickshank 
2003). Although our access to the social world and its phenomena and processes is 
possible only through our conceptual schemes, interpretative repertoires, theoretical 
schemes and discursive formations, in many instances, some of them refer to fea-
tures which are part of the ontology of the social. This is because for realists, lan-
guage has, among others, referential potentialities as well and it is not conceptualized 
as a closed, self-referential system, but as an open one and in constant interaction 
with practice and the world outside it (see Archer 2000). Moreover, critical realism 
places causality at the center of social scientific inquiry and research of any kind, 
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but it proposes a far more different and elaborate notion of causality from that of 
positivism. It is a notion of causality as generative and of causal powers as emergent 
from the relational makeup of social entities (Sayer 1992; Outhwaite 1998; Elder-
Vass 2010, 2012). Thus, for critical realism, the social world is viewed as stratified 
and emergent, and phenomena and social processes are produced through the con-
stant interaction between human, individual and collective agency and action, social 
material structures and ideational discursive formations. Within this framework, 
agential interpretations and reasons are causes of social action and discourses are 
emergent from social interaction and exert causal influences. So, critical realists 
deeply appreciate the role of individual/collective interpretative action and engage 
with discursive research and analysis (see Fairclough 2003, 2005), but they avoid 
agential or discursive reductionism and relativism by constantly relating them with 
social elements beyond them and investigating the ways in which they interact with 
one another.

Within the above framework, qualitative research disassociates itself from the 
epistemological premises of some unproductive versions of interpretivism and 
social constructionism and means:

The ‘art’ of connecting rather than conflating: individual meanings and perspectives with 
their referents and thus assessing their adequacy as well; discursive with non-discursive 
practices and social relations; perceptions about the character of social practices and courses 
of action with the real character of practices and courses of action; agential with structural-
material and cultural-ideational causal properties and powers. (Iosifides 2011b, p. 17)

It is a kind of qualitative research practice that places equal emphasis on meaning-
making and discursive practices and on the material and societal conditions which 
facilitate their formation, material and other interests, social relations of any kind, 
practices and doings of social actors. This kind of qualitative research has as its 
basic aim the in-depth investigation of different causal powers – agential, material-
structural and cultural-ideational –, how they interact with each other and how they 
produce certain outcomes.

Allow me now to return to securitization research. Under critical realist prem-
ises, qualitative research on securitization, criminalization and illegalization of 
migration investigates securitizing discourses and associated actions within broader 
socio-economic and political contexts and developments and how those discourses 
constitute migration as a threat and danger and are simultaneously constituted by 
extra-discursive societal-material interests (see also King, Chap. 3 in the present 
Volume). It also investigates how securitizing discourses facilitate power-driven, 
unequal and unjust social relations in various spatial scales and how they are simul-
taneously facilitated by those relations. For example, the in-depth examination of 
how the capitalist crisis and the associated changes in the capitalist social and eco-
nomic relations globally, especially after the 1990s, created the need for even 
cheaper, more precarious, more disciplined and without rights working force and, 
thus, to illegalization of migration, would be a necessary theoretical baggage in this 
kind of qualitative research practice (see Scripta 2013). Finally, this kind of qualita-
tive research on securitization of migration seeks to causally explain it, to uncover 
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the domineering and exploitative conditions which allow its rise and persistence, to 
indicate how things work in reality about the matter and to offer prospects for 
changing its background conditions and resisting it.

6.3  �False Dichotomies: Subjectivity, Objectivity 
and the Legacies of Positivism

In this section, I offer some brief thoughts aiming to the dismantling of the dichot-
omy between objectivity and subjectivity in qualitative methods, using examples 
from migration research (Sayer 2000; Iosifides 2011b). I consider this dichotomy an 
unnecessary remaining of positivist thinking and offer a critical realist alternative of 
both subjectivity and objectivity, which can be combined together. For classical 
positivists, human subjectivity is excluded from the scientific endeavors of discov-
ering absolute truths and achieving objectivity (see Leontidou 2005). Thus, the 
positivist notion of objective knowledge presupposes an “Archimedean position” or 
a “God’s eyes view” of reality (Iosifides 2011a), which is an impossibility as all 
knowledge is always conceptually mediated. Moreover, objectivity and truth for 
positivists are equated with and restricted to transparent correspondence of thought 
to sense experiences and to the formulation of universal, ahistorical “laws” (see 
Andriakaina 2009). Interpretivists and social constructionists rightly reject these 
notions, but they usually adopt the position that objectivity in social scientific 
inquiry is impossible. In other words, they endorse the positivist definition of objec-
tivity as the only available and possible, and then reject both this definition and 
objectivity in general. Thus, they restrict reality either to subjective and intersubjec-
tive meanings and interpretations or to discursive formations and practices, and thus 
adopt, either implicitly or explicitly, relativist and conventionalist ways of thinking 
(see Hibberd 2005).

Critical realism offers a radically different notion of objectivity and stresses that 
concept mediation of knowledge and reality does not preclude truth and objectivity. 
As Moya (2000, p. 12) asserts:

(1) all observation and knowledge are theory mediated and that (2) a theory-mediated 
objective knowledge is both possible and desirable. They replace a simple correspondence 
theory of truth with a more dialectical causal theory of reference in which linguistic struc-
tures both shape our perceptions and refer (in more or less partial and accurate ways) to 
causal features of the real world. And they endorse a conception of objectivity as an ideal 
of inquiry rather than as a condition of absolute and achieved certainty.

Now moving at the level of social actors and relations, critical realist ontological 
and epistemological approach views subjectivity and inter-subjectivity as integral 
parts of reality. So, subjectivity and inter-subjectivity can be approached in a way 
that valid and objective (although fallible) knowledge about them is possible. 
Moreover, subjective and inter-subjective beliefs, meanings and interpretations of 
reality and social experiences may vary in how they accurately describe realities 
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beyond them. Qualitative research has an invaluable role and can contribute signifi-
cantly to the assessment of accuracy of such meanings and interpretations as both 
more or less accurate interpretations play a vital role in social change (or stasis). For 
realist qualitative researchers then, subjective and inter-subjective meanings and 
interpretations along with perceptions connected to personal and social identity are 
treated as theories about reality, which can be assessed for their truthfulness and 
validity (Iosifides 2011a). Thus,

…there is a cognitive component to identity that allows for the possibility of error and of 
accuracy [emphasis added] in interpreting the things that happen to us. It is a feature of 
theoretically mediated experience that one person’s understanding of the same situation 
may undergo revision over the course of time, thus rendering her subsequent interpretations 
of that situation more or less accurate. (Moya 2000, p. 83)

This is extremely crucial for researching migration processes and phenomena, as 
the role of certain interpretations and discourses in mystifying reality is vital. Some 
beliefs, subjective meanings and public discourses have to be necessarily and objec-
tively false in order to contribute to the reproduction of objectively real and true 
conditions of domination and exploitation. For example, racism of any form and 
type and form, either every day, institutional, collective or political, is one such set 
of interpretations and discourses which tend to mystify reality and obscure real rela-
tions of domination and exploitation. Combined with the needs of capitalist accu-
mulation in different spatial scales and with political efforts for popular mobilization 
through scapegoating and systematically devaluating certain categories of people, 
racist ideas, beliefs, interpretations and discourses are contributing significantly to 
the production and reproduction of power inequalities and injustice. As such, realist 
qualitative researchers pay acute attention to them and conceptualize them as utterly 
wrong and false and not as just different constructions of reality derived from self-
referent signification systems (see Carter 2000). Moreover, researchers of this kind 
take into serious account the complexity of subjectivity formation and re-formation 
in time and causally connect subjectivity, inter-subjectivity, experiences and social 
positions of social actors (see Moya 2011; Walby 2009). They also take immigrant 
subjectivities and subjectivities about immigrants very seriously, but ontologically/
epistemologically and methodologically they move beyond them and they do that 
by assessing their adequacy, by causally linking them to realities outside them and 
by thoroughly investigating their role in either resisting or reproducing complex, 
intersecting social inequalities of gender, ethnicity, socio-economic level, migration 
status and so on (see Walby 2007).

6.4  �Power and Reflexivity in Qualitative Migration 
Research: The Case of Methodological Nationalism

In the next two sections, I proceed by discussing some more specialized and specific 
issues concerning qualitative migration research, placing them within the lens of 
critical realist meta-theory. In this one, I discuss issues of power differentials 
between researchers and research participants in qualitative migration research and 
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I extend this beyond the “classic” preoccupation about relations between research-
ers and research participants in the field. I give special emphasis on the dominant 
way that social sciences treat this “special” kind of mobility called migration, and 
the repercussions of the colonization of social scientific conceptualizations of 
migration by state categories. In other words, I raise the issue of methodological 
nationalism that is equating “societies” with nation-states and viewing migratory 
movements as exceptional and abnormal (see Glick Schiller 2007). I also stress that 
methodological nationalism poses one of the greatest dangers in researching migra-
tion today, due to its un-reflexive and power-driven character (see also Barglowski, 
Chap. 9 in the present Volume).

In migration research, matters of relations between the researcher(s) and research 
participants, reflexivity and positionality are of great importance, as they are part of 
or influence significantly the theoretical and conceptual frameworks at hand, the 
ways that data are collected and produced and the approaches within which findings 
are interpreted and presented (see Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Iosifides 2008). 
Qualitative researchers who investigate migration are or have to be extremely sensi-
tive about such issues, as they are usually more intensely involved with the lives of 
people who, in most cases, found themselves in more disadvantaged positions in 
social hierarchies. Thus, matters of power differences between researcher(s) and 
research participants and a constant preoccupation with the positionality of the 
researcher(s) (that is, with the role of points of view, conceptual frameworks and 
theoretical categories) have to be at the center of qualitative inquiry. As migration 
researchers, being reflexive about our own positions in social settings, our own 
thought categories, beliefs, emotions, points of view and conceptual schemes, has to 
be an explicit and vital part of our research endeavors. Nevertheless, reflexivity and 
positionality can be exercised within different ontological and epistemological 
frameworks and can lead to different outcomes. Within certain versions of interpre-
tivist and constructionist thinking analyzed in the previous section, reflexivity and 
positionality lead to the adoption of the idea according to which it is impossible to 
move beyond the specificities of various positionalities and points of view in order 
to discover how things work in reality (see Sayer 2000). On the contrary, for the 
critical realist meta-theoretical approach, reflexivity and positionality are not in 
contradiction with the goal of discovering the workings of real causal powers, but a 
basic part of it. Critical realists stress that some positions and some conceptual 
frameworks are more privileged than others in guiding researchers to explain social 
phenomena and processes more adequately (see Danermark et al. 2002).

The relation between theories/theoretical concepts and the properties of objects the con-
cepts are referring to is not unambiguous and simple; nor is it arbitrary. All theoretical 
descriptions of reality are fallible, but not equally fallible. Theories and theoretical concepts 
are developed in relation to the experiences we obtain when we use them to understand 
reality. (Danermark et al. 2002, pp. 116–117)

In this point, critical realism shares notions of objectivity with other approaches, nota-
bly this of standpoint epistemologies and “strong objectivity” (see Harding 1993).
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Thus, the task of qualitative researchers influenced by critical realism is, through 
intense reflexive work, to find and adopt the adequate position and conceptual 
framework in order to explain phenomena and processes. I think that in the case of 
migration studies, this reflexivity work has to be done for the research field as a 
whole. I mean that, as qualitative migration researchers, we have to be reflexive 
about the conceptual and theoretical categories we use in order to study migratory 
phenomena, with the goal to adopt those frameworks which illuminate migration 
realities more truthfully and adequately. This presupposes abandoning the so called 
methodological nationalist way of thinking about and theorizing migration and 
avoiding thinking and theorizing cross-border mobility through the lens of state and 
other dominant categories, discourses and interpretations (Amelina et al. 2012). It 
also presupposes the adoption of the perspective of the subaltern, the dominated and 
the exploited and its refinement to theoretical schemes, which can explain contem-
porary migratory phenomena and simultaneously critique underlying real mecha-
nisms of exploitation, domination, exclusion and injustice. In other words, it 
presupposed the engagement with what critical realists call “explanatory 
critiques”:

Explanatory critiques entail proving certain ideas or beliefs to be false - that is, to be anti-
thetical to the interests of their holders -, certain social relations to be exploitative and 
asymmetric and, in many instances, proving the necessity of holding false ideas for the 
reproduction of exploitative or oppressive social relations (Sayer 2000). (Iosifides 2011a, 
p. 46)

One such false idea, which is highly influential in contemporary migration studies, 
is methodological nationalism. Methodological nationalism “…is an ideological 
orientation that approaches the study of social and historical processes as if they 
were contained within the borders of individual nation-states. Nation-states are 
conflated with societies and the members of those states are assumed to share a 
common history and set of values, norms, social customs, and institutions” (Glick 
Schiller 2007, p. 43). Moreover, methodological nationalism entails the naturaliza-
tion of notions of “nationhood”, “national belonging”, “cultural, national and ethnic 
identities” and contributes to nationalizing and ethicizing social relations masking 
power and class relations and antagonisms, as well as obscuring their nature under 
global capitalism. Methodological nationalism guides research practice, either 
quantitative or qualitative, which takes dominant categories and conceptualizations 
as given and natural and researchers influenced by it investigate social reality, 
including migratory phenomena and processes, as if state and national conceptual-
izations were true.

In migration related research, methodological nationalism leads or enhances

(1) the homogenization of national culture (2) the homogenization of migrants into ethnic 
groups – seen as bearers of discrete cultures – who arrive bearing cultural, class, and reli-
gious differences, and (3) the use of national statistics organized so that ethnic difference 
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appears as an independent variable in the reporting of levels of education, health status, 
degrees of employment, and level of poverty. In other words, as they are currently consti-
tuted, migration studies and their ethnic studies counterparts contribute to the reinvigora-
tion of contemporary nation-state building projects… (Glick Schiller 2007, pp. 43–44)

Although it is impossible here to review the extended literature on the matter, it has 
to be noted that, for critical realism, methodological nationalism is the false per-
spective to view and research migration and related phenomena and processes. Its 
falsity lies in the fact that it obscures the workings of real causal powers whose 
interaction produce certain categories of people who are described, labeled and 
treated as migrants.

Qualitative research can significantly contribute towards overcoming method-
ological nationalism due to its inherent characteristics, which are related to its inten-
sive engagement with the lives of real people, real social relations and their 
interactional structural and cultural outcomes (Iosifides 2011b). First, the very term 
“migration” has to be used, discussed and analyzed with caution. Having in mind 
that no term is neutral, it has to be noted that “migration” is usually used to describe 
and give special meaning to spatial mobilities of certain poorer categories of people. 
Thus, “migration”, through its whole baggage of conceptualizations about manage-
ment, containment, discipline and control (Geiger and Pécoud 2012; Georgi and 
Schatral 2012), tends to obscure unequal and power-driven social relations and to 
naturalize the fact that, for some people, freedom of movement is demonized and, 
for others, is celebrated and encouraged. Second, qualitative migration research is 
valuable in the depth investigation of how boundaries between people are con-
structed and become effective and how unequal power relations are enhanced and 
reproduced through them (see Wimmer 2008). Qualitative migration research 
inspired by critical realism integrates the study of agential interpretations of any 
kind, of discursive formations, and of social practices and social relations with the 
aim to discover real generative mechanisms which produce contemporary migra-
tory processes. The avoidance of methodological nationalism entails the focusing 
on the real character of social relations that exist independently of their interpreta-
tions and discursive descriptions and can be grasped under the adequate interpreta-
tions and discursive formations and, especially, those that are characterized by 
asymmetry and inequality. As Glick Schiller (2007, p.  62) asserts: “…migration 
studies with its rooting in the concerns of nation-state building projects have not 
only failed to address global political economy but also have not examined its rela-
tionship to several kinds of power including that which racializes and subordinates 
regions, populations, and localities”. Finally, there is a necessity of the modification 
of the usual units of analysis in migration studies, such as naturalized ethnic or 
national groups towards the positioning of people in various structural, class and 
other power hierarchies (see Wimmer 2007; Weiss and Nohl 2012).
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6.5  �Concluding Remarks: Towards a More Relevant 
and Empowering Qualitative Migration Research 
Practice

Finally, the concluding part of the chapter concerns some very brief thoughts regard-
ing a kind of qualitative migration research which focuses on real causal processes 
of domination and exploitation across different spatial scales, does not become an 
integral part of state or other “migration management” policies and empowers both 
migrants and non-migrants social action towards social justice. In my view, this 
kind of qualitative migration research practice is better achieved under the critical 
realist meta-theoretical premises, because it integrates several crucial strengths and 
advantages, notably a critical stance, avoidance of relativism of any kind, relevance 
and explanatory potential.

First, adopting a critical stance of social relations of power inequality, exploita-
tion and domination is extremely important for contemporary migration researchers 
who reject methodological nationalism and state-centered lens of viewing the social 
world. Employing qualitative methods which are inherently connected with getting 
closer to reality (see Wengraf 2001) contribute significantly to the enhancement of 
this stance.

Second, avoiding relativizing real relations of inequality, exploitation and domi-
nation along with the real causal powers which produce and reproduce them rein-
force critical views and ideas and helps migration qualitative research to be relevant 
and make its points. This time, its relevance and utility does not concern states, 
administrative agencies or intergovernmental organizations, but movements and 
collectivities aiming to resist power asymmetries, fight anti-immigrantism (Doty 
2003) and achieve freedom of movement for all people (Hayter 2004). Finally, this 
kind of qualitative migration research practice is explanatory as well. Apart from 
collecting and producing material on immigrant experiences, interpretations and 
actions, it seeks to explain migratory-related processes by accounting for certain 
causal generative mechanisms which lead to certain outcomes (Iosifides 2011a).
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