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Chapter 5
Applied Political Theory and Qualitative 
Research in Migration Studies

Ricard Zapata-Barrero

5.1  Introduction: The Benefits of Bridging Political Theory 
and Qualitative Research

This chapter proposes a framework for a dialogue between theoretical normative 
issues and empirical research in migration studies. My point of departure is that 
political theorists and qualitative researchers are likely to be working in different 
academic rooms, but within the same social science building. Apparently, they have 
no relationship. Roughly speaking, political theorists evaluate the application of 
normative liberal-democratic principles (such as the freedom of movement, the 
equality principle, non-discrimination, the freedom of expression, etc.) and values 
(justice, good governance, solidarity, humanitarianism, security, well-being), and 
qualitative researchers are concerned with how subjective views determine percep-
tions and behaviour. However, I argue that they probably have access to the same 
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viewpoint, especially when they try to interpret migration and diversity dynamics. 
Unfortunately, their links have thus far been unexplored. I will first highlight how 
Political Theory (PT) and Qualitative Research (QR) both have common features in 
how they focus their work, how they relate to their object of study and how they 
produce knowledge. The evaluative character following conceptual and normative 
analyses is what is distinctive to PT (Pettit 1991), and the identification of themes 
and patterns of particular migration issues is what is peculiar to QR (Miles and 
Huberman 1994; Ritchie and Lewis 2003). This chapter not only underlines that 
there are many commonalities between them, but also concentrates on the benefits 
they can generate: QR provides PT with evidence-based and knowledge-based pat-
terns, and PT provides QR with theoretically founded normative arguments. We 
know that PT contains many empirical assumptions and QR contains many assumed 
normative ideas, so the bridging benefits are complementary. In working together, 
they can each produce more pragmatic knowledge linking the “is” (realism) and the 
“ought to be” (idealism) (Carens 1996) of most arguments related to migration gov-
ernance and diversity management, and develop an empirically informed critical 
thinking to migration studies. I am not intending to signal that qualitative research-
ers do not theorize or that political theorists do not engage in “real-world” issues, 
but rather that each area of research can benefit from the other to better perform 
their own tasks.

Among the variety of theoretical frameworks in QR (Anfara and Mertz 2015), I 
will focus on the qualitative content analysis. Broadly speaking, this means the 
systematic classification of the process of coding which can help identify themes or 
patterns through the interpretation of the content of text data (Hsieh and Shannon 
2005: 1278). Concerning PT, I will follow Applied Political Theory (APT). This 
particular field can be considered as the evidence-based dimension of PT (Zapata- 
Barrero 2004). APT is always concerned with practical viability, reliability and fea-
sibility of normative ideas. Its main concern is not only to learn more about how to 
apply principles and values (for instance, the equality principle, the non- 
discrimination principle, solidarity and security, etc.) in a given context (Baubock 
2008), such as in the workplace, in schools, or at the admission level of borders, but 
also to question why most of the time these principles have difficulties in guiding 
given practices. APT’s main focus is on principles guiding particular cases (Favell 
1998). In our understanding, a principle is a way to relate means and goals of a 
given position in order to manage an issue. It is normative when, for instance, it 
includes deontic operators (related to duties, permissions, and related concepts), 
such as ought, may, permissible, obligatory, right, or wrong, as is mostly the case in 
theoretical political thinking on diversity and migration issues.

From APT, we can say that there are instrumental and deontological principles. 
The first one emphasizes more on the importance of the means to achieve a goal; 
whereas the goal is of primary concern for the second one, whatever the means. In 
analysing migration-related conflicts, there may be actors providing solutions to the 
situation following deontological and instrumental principles. The respect of human 
rights, for instance, can be a deontological principle defended by NGOs and social 
movements in evaluating how state institutions control flows; and the fact that 
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 international rules must be respected in dealing with refugees, even if they infringe 
basic human rights. This can be considered an instrumental principle within the 
same refugee’s situation.

Most political theorists recognize that what distinguishes them from other social 
science fields is that they combine conceptual, normative and evaluative analyses 
(List and Valentini 2016). APT seeks to evaluate patterns within a given normative 
framework (justice, goodness, equality, freedom, solidarity, etc.) (Zapata-Barrero 
2004). In other words, it tries to determine the good or the bad, the better or the 
worse, the desirable or the undesirable in analyzing conflicts and in identifying 
migration-related paradoxes (Cole 2000; Spencer 2003). Laegaard (2016) says that 
normative political theory formulates evaluative claims about the legitimacy, jus-
tice, or relative goodness of acts, policies, or institutions; and prescriptive claims 
about what we should do, which decision procedures we should follow, or how 
institutions should be reformed. In migration studies, this means, for instance, the 
questioning of the legitimacy of control policies, on the lack of opportunities for 
social mobility for migrants, how the structure of society determines migrants’ life 
expectations, xenophobic political discourses, and religious diversity management 
contradictions (how to accommodate religious diversity in secular and democratic 
societies, for instance, Bader 2007).

A research focus that centers on deficits using the “gap hypothesis” is also well- 
known in migration studies, as is the so-called “policy gap” between migration policies 
and their outcomes (Guiraudon and Lahav 2007). In fact, migration studies develop 
most of their research frameworks by identifying the existing gaps between current 
dynamics and old structures and policy paradigms. The identification of democratic 
deficits and policy contradictions in diverse societies also belong, in my view, to the 
premises of APT, and most of the time it is presented in terms of fracture and contextual 
restraints that force these contradictions, especially national-based policies (Cole 2000).

There is also a “diversity gap” in public institutions, which means, in broad 
terms, the distance between social-diversity dynamics and the participation and rep-
resentativeness of schools, police, public administrations, political parties (Zapata- 
Barrero et al. 2017b), trade unions (Penninx and Roosblad 2000), and parliaments 
(Bloemraad and Schönwälder 2013). Most of the works on political participation 
and representation probably fall within this focus. How diversity, for instance, 
becomes a factor in understanding social inequalities, power relations and distrust, 
has centered mostly on the literature working within the inclusion/exclusion, demo-
cratic/undemocratic divide framework (see, for instance, Martiniello 2005; 
Hochschild and Mollenkopf 2009; Bird et al. 2011).

APT generates arguments by contrasting principles and their application to 
present- day problems (Smits 2009; Favell and Modood 2003). And by doing so, the 
normative evaluation becomes critical for current practices, since it develops the 
resources that are needed to identify contradictions and paradoxes (White 2002: 
474). For instance, in a ground-breaking work Carens (1987) identified a contradic-
tion in liberal states: if we accept that freedom of movement is a core liberal princi-
ple, then the liberal tradition cannot accept the closure of borders. There was no way 
for Carens to justify the control of borders given such established liberal principles. 
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Similarly, with the paradox formulated by Hollifield (1992), who explained that, 
while there are some principles involved in sustaining some institutions that legiti-
mize restrictive policies (national and welfare states), others produce claims for 
admission (market). It is then through APT that we can identify the contradictions of 
societies and political institutions when managing migration processes. Such para-
doxes exist between security and freedom/equality, human rights and security in 
areas such as border policies debates, and solidarity and interest, to mention some 
key discussions. These conceptual frameworks are not only present at the border and 
at human mobility levels, but also at the incorporation and diversity accommodation 
levels. The different citizenship regimes, for instance, give political rights according 
to subjective national-interest criteria (Slim and Squires 2008). There are certain 
paradoxes that exist which are related to how to manage inequality of opportunities 
between immigrant workers and citizen workers, and the contradictions between 
socialization processes of young migrants and their opportunities for social mobility 
(Crul and Vermeulen 2003; Crul et al. 2012). What all these situations have in com-
mon is the contrast between principles and values (equality, freedom, respect, toler-
ance, solidarity, etc.) and their application or the fact that not all principles and values 
defended by each position can be applied at the same time (incommensurability).

APT places these conflicts under the umbrella of some theoretical frameworks. 
In migration studies, the links between unity and diversity, inclusion and exclusion, 
majority and minorities produce substantial debates (Boccagni 2015; Meer et al. 
2016; Triandafyllidou and Gropas 2015). The recent work of Hampshire (2013) 
probably illustrates this view. The book shows how four defining facets of the lib-
eral state  – representative democracy, constitutionalism, capitalism, and nation-
hood – generate conflicting imperatives for immigration policymaking, which in 
turn gives rise to paradoxical, even contradictory, policies.

To underline the benefits in linking APT and QR, I propose to follow a conflict- 
based approach, since I argue that it is through conflict analysis that we can unravel 
their potential. Subsequently, after a section presenting the specificities of conflict 
and how to focus a conflict-based approach, I will devote the remainder of the chap-
ter to the three main bonding practices of the understanding function: interpreting, 
conceptualizing and contextualizing. The logic of research can be summarized as 
follows: (1) choose a problem; (2) identify the main actors as key players of the 
conflict; (3) identify their shared guiding-question (4) analyse their position regard-
ing a problem through the search for arguments (answers) of the guiding question.

I propose to apply this conflict-based analysis at the meso-level (level of collec-
tive action and network relations), without neglecting the macro-level (level of pub-
lic structures and state institutions) where I will frame the context. As there are a 
great variety of possibilities within the meso-level, I will take into account different 
actors working on migration issues from particular administrations, international 
organisations, NGOs, immigrant associations, civil society organisations, trade 
unions, political parties, etc. I will end the chapter with a special claim that what 
probably makes these bridging and bonding elements between APT and QR  stronger 
are that they produce critical knowledge that is not only social and political, but also 
theoretically founded and empirically grounded.
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5.2  Bridging Elements: What a Conflict Is and How to Focus 
a Conflict-Based Approach

The best starting point to engage with the definition of a conflict can be found in a 
ground-breaking essay of Simmel, when he correctly asserted:

That conflict has sociological significance, inasmuch as it either produces or modifies com-
munities of interest, unifications, organizations, is in principle never contested. On the other 
hand, it must appear paradoxical to the ordinary mode of thinking to ask whether conflict 
itself, without reference to its consequences or its accompaniments, is not a form of social-
ization. (Simmel 1903: 490)

The premise is then to consider a conflict as a factor of socialization and an indicator 
of social change. In broad terms, a conflict can take the form of racism in the com-
petition for scarce resources between immigrants and citizens, between immigrants 
themselves and immigrant and state institutions, and then, instead of, social and 
economic equality, prejudices and inter-group relations can take the form of power 
relations, limits in participation and under-representation. A “conflict zone” can 
also have cultural and economic dimensions (even structural and legal dimensions) 
as well as different categories that are diversity-based, which can help to frame a 
problem: for example, religion, language, age and gender. Most conflicts related to 
religious pluralism, to national identity or to social rights are probably distinctive to 
the European approach. This may be due to the particularity of European welfare 
systems and European nation-building processes, or even to the history of how 
Europe has managed religious tensions in the past and/or the colonial past of most 
of its States. I can even say that what drives a category is always its conflictive 
dimension. Otherwise it would become meaningless (Vertovec 2015; Jehn et  al. 
2008), because one of the most important functions of a category in migration 
research is to make tensions visible. What interest us is a shared view about what a 
conflict is and to develop what bonds APT and QR: the view that a conflict always 
involves a set of key-agents, each defending their own interpretation and interest of 
a given fact, policy or declaration. The starting point is to frame the plurality of 
existing positions that surrounds a migration-related problem.

There is already a large body of literature on immigration and conflicts, which is 
primarily related to social movements and ethnic relations (Dancygier 2010) and 
now with crime and terrorism (Freilich and Guerette 2006). A common core of all 
typologies is the fact that it involves different agents. A conflict can arise due to a 
social dynamic (“boat people” in the Mediterranean or neighbourhood protests 
against the building of a Muslim oratory or mosque), a contested policy (prohibition 
of burkinis – the full-body swimwear that Muslim women wear at public beaches –, 
which provoked a national identity debate in France after an incident in Nice in the 
summer of 2016), or a reaction to a discourse (the declaration of Chancellor Merkel 
that multiculturalism is dead in October 2010, for instance, or the key discourse of 
former British Prime Minister D. Cameron on 5 February 2011 on radicalization 
and Islamic extremism). A conflict expresses not only disagreement between the 
parties, but a perception that the “other” views are a threat to the accomplishment of 
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one’s own view. The nature of most migration-related conflicts takes the form of this 
disjunction. For instance, if you follow a humanitarian-based approach to refugees, 
the security-based approach followed by most states can be perceived as a threat. 
There is always a certain degree of incompatible views around a conflict, which can 
exacerbate the tense situations when all the parties try to impose their interpretation 
to the detriment of the other. This is the starting premise of radical views and critical 
positions. And in migration dynamics and governance, many conflicts can take this 
shape. It is precisely what I may call these “conflict zones” that are more productive 
in terms of the generation of different visions. Following mainstream conflict theo-
ries (Oberschall 1978, 2010; Gibney 2008), the fact that a disagreement implies a 
threat gives rise to a competitive situation around the different means/goals to solve 
an emerging problem. Consequently, a conflict always describes the fact that there 
are different positions on how to solve a given problem, and not all can be applied 
at the same time in their complete form. There will always be “winners” and “los-
ers” in terms of their own narrative. One challenge when following a conflict-based 
approach in migration research is to determine the different forms a conflict can 
take (identity, race, socio-economic, legal conflicts).

The incommensurability of values and principles is consubstantial to PT (Hsieh 
2016) and it implies that conflicts cannot be reduced to a common theoretical stan-
dard or measure. Of course, there can even be different interpretations around the 
problem-formation, and a conflict may even arise because all the parties do not 
always share the same definition of a migration-related problem. For instance, in 
diversity research, some may problematize the under-representation of migrants or 
citizens with immigrant background in parliaments, in political parties, or in public 
administrations in general, while others would not categorize this evidence as prob-
lematic (Zapata-Barrero et al. 2017b). The conflictive scenario can be political or 
social in its origin and aftermath. From an APT’s perspective, the differences are 
related to social/political means/goals to reach a problem-solution. Social cohesion 
and political stability are the usual bases to standardize normative evaluation. Of 
course, a conflict situation in migration studies can also have more virtual realities 
than “real realities”, in the sense that the parties defending their own positions 
(means/goals) defend “their truth”, even if it is constructed through a set of misin-
terpretations (the fear of invasion of migrants to justify their own position against a 
flexible border policy, this may be unfounded, but true as a fear). There can also be 
a set of contextual factors influencing the position of the parties. For instance, fac-
tors related to positions of power and the legitimacy within the system, as well as 
evidences linking the actor with the topic and the influence it can have on its pro-
cess. These contextual factors situating the parties in terms of power and structure 
of opportunities are important to highlight since they can perfectly influence the 
conflict analysis. The argument here is that not all parties have similar  power/
strength to advocate for their own position and implement their goals. In this sense, 
a conflict always reflects the power relations existing in the society. This is common 
in the study of public opinion, of public policy processes, or even in critical dis-
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course analysis, when political parties sometimes resolve virtual problems, such as 
the link between Syrian refugees and terrorist attacks, to gain attention. We know 
likewise that Islamophobia is generally a political construction, rather than a social 
reality (Zapata-Barrero and Díez-Nicolas 2012). For APT and QR, the purpose is 
not to evaluate the “truth” of a position, but to analyse the fact that there is a real 
conflict of positions (different views on the means and goals to solve a problem).

In this preliminary process of conflict-definition, the political theorist must try to 
identify the main normative arguments and existing principles involved in the topic 
under discussion, and link them to the interpretations produced by the different 
actors previously identified. One good illustration of this analysis is the Special 
Issue on the ‘Muhammad Cartoons’ case in September 2005, in Ethnicities 
(Lindkilde et al. 2009), where the principles of freedom and equality were mobi-
lized by different actors, reflecting a multicultural crisis in Europe (national contro-
versies over religious diversity). Several works related to multiculturalism and 
European identity are now penetrating the European migration debate 
(Triandafyllidou and Gropas 2015; Kastoryano 2009) along similar lines.

The premises of a conflict-based approach are that arguments and debates pro-
duced by different actors are central to the process of conflict formation. Therefore, 
the main purpose would be to saturate all the potential existing positions that there 
are around a problem. This saturation technique is one distinctive feature of sam-
pling in qualitative research (Bowen 2008) and it is used by researchers not only as 
an indicator of quality (Guest 2006), but also as a technique that hampers content 
validity (Fusch and Ness 2015). This is done not from abstract suppositions, but 
rather from concrete actors’ perceptions. Interpretation formation will then be done 
primarily using qualitative techniques (discourse analysis, interviews, observations, 
focus-groups, etc. See other chapters in this volume) to generate information basi-
cally coming from the agents involved in the conflict. This is why the identification 
of a conflict needs to be in tandem with fixing conflict-related agents. Each actor is 
an interpretation-producer, and the identification of the web of interpretations 
through qualitative techniques is one of the first channels an APT has to develop for 
its normative evaluative purposes.

5.3  Bonding Practices of the Understanding Function 
Between APT and QR

The basic argument in this section can be stated as follows: to understand a conflict 
is to assume that behind a conflict there is always a web of interpretations, a web of 
concepts, and a web of particular contextual circumstances, which need to be 
inferred through the use of qualitative techniques. When delimiting a case, we start 
from a conflict, and then select a process (for our purposes, this is the basic opera-
tion of contextualising) that will allow us to frame a web of interpretations and 
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finally define the main concepts that arise from these interpretations. Thus, there are 
three basic operations in the practice of understanding a conflict: interpretation, 
conceptualisation and contextualisation.

Graphically speaking (Fig. 5.1):

5.3.1  Interpreting: The Importance of the Meaning

“To interpret” means, literally, “to give meaning”. It is futile to ask if you are for or 
against the use of interpretation in the field of migration research. There is no choice 
indeed. Paraphrasing Ball’s words, “the decision to interpret or not to interpret is not 
an option open to human beings” (Ball 1995: 7). In fact, what bonds APT and QR is 
the hermeneutic method of “interpreting interpretations”. As I place the analysis at 
the meso-level, the first purpose is to identify the interpretations given by actors or 
institutions involved in the conflict, and once saturated, to identify frames and 
themes that will inform patterns (QR), and analyse them through a normative evalu-
ation (APT). For both, interpreting has, first of all, a cognitive significance, in the 
sense of accounting for how actors attribute meaning to a problem-solving situation. 
Interpretative research then designates those approaches that position meaning as a 
fundamental element of social (inter-) action (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). 
This is the basis of the interpretative turn, which is at the forefront of positivist 
methodology and is based more on facts than on meanings (Yanow and Schwartz- 
Shea 2006: Xi–Xiii). It also represents an ideational turn in QR directly linked to 
PT, since it also claims that ideas, values and principles influence perceptions and 
actions, independently of whether they are true or not, and respond to prejudices or 
prejudgments.

Accordingly, “interpretivists assume that access to reality (given or socially 
 constructed) can only be done through social constructions such as language, con-

Contextualism

Understanding

Conceptualism

Interpretativism

Relativism and
particularism

Meaning is important

concept formation
and conceptual

framework

Fig. 5.1 Bonding practices of the understanding functions between APT and QR
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sciousness, shared meanings, and instruments” (Myers 2008: 38). Therefore, the 
way actors and institutions “give meaning” to problems is important to analyse in 
order “to give meaning to the meanings”. This second-order level function is then 
paramount. It combines ontological (how to identify a given problem) and episte-
mological questions (how can we know this is a conflict-related problem). An inter-
pretative methodology holds that there is no direct, unmediated access to reality (a 
basic claim in interpretive epistemology), and this, in turn, means that humans inter-
actions with their external worlds are always already mediated by the cultural con-
texts in which they find themselves (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2009: 34). To 
interpret how an actor interprets a given conflict is, therefore, a task that allows us 
to link QR and APT, since it also looks to identify what is distinctive between dif-
ferent views, not what is general and representative. In fact, what actors share and 
what they do not share within a given conflict is probably the primary dividing line 
that an interpretivist researcher must draw.

But if an interpretation is the whole recipe, what are the ingredients? Certainly, 
as we are in a conflict-based scenario, the process of interpreting allows us to dif-
ferentiate perceptions and approaches to the conflict. This also posits that every 
interpretation responds to a given interest; it is not value-free. As we are working 
mainly at the meso-level, an interpretation can contain different actor’s interests and 
viewpoints. An interpretation can not only include a diagnosis of a given situation, 
but also explanations and ways to solve the problem. Sometimes, of course, actors 
are not coherent among these three narrative levels (diagnosis, explanation and 
solutions), and the viability/feasibility nexus can also become a matter of conflict 
among actors. For instance, in the current refugee crisis, there are not only actors 
welcoming refugees for humanitarian reasons, but also other agents who are more 
oriented towards the feasibility and security consequences of welcoming people 
without limits. As Sigona (2014) advises, there are many crisis in the refugee crisis. 
The purpose is not to evaluate interpretations, but to understand conflict through the 
identification of interpretations. What we wish to develop, therefore, is how do we 
analyse an interpretation.

Generally speaking, actors formulate arguments around a conflict. These argu-
ments describe the conflict, explain it and prescribe some solutions. These three 
narrative levels (description, explanation and prescription) can be coherent and 
interrelated, but not necessarily so. Through interviews, we can formulate questions 
related to each level of argument. Through content analysis of a party manifesto or 
a social report, we can also differentiate these narrative levels. Of course, these dif-
ferent ways of describing/explaining/prescribing could be coded and these different 
categories could be grouped according to different actors. The categories must be 
coherent among them, and can take different forms: in terms of diversity-related 
arguments (identity, economic, social arguments) or in terms of the given conflict 
(humanitarian and security arguments around the refugee crisis, for instance), as 
well as related to principles and values (equality, freedom, respect, solidarity, com-
mon humanity, opportunities). Likewise, the fact that some actors hold specific 
interpretations is dependent, of course, on their place in the political process. In 
general, NGOs and immigrant associations tend to have a more humanitarian view 

5 Applied Political Theory and Qualitative Research in Migration Studies



84

and deontological arguments of given conflicts, up to the point that they can be at 
the origin of processes of change in migration dynamics. Political parties and 
administrations tend to have a much more security and instrumental logic of thought 
when describing/explaining and prescribing solutions to a conflict. However, this is 
not always the case. Taking a multilevel analysis, cities and states have not always 
had the same narrative towards the same problem, as is the case today with the refu-
gee crisis (Glorius and Doomernik 2016). This local turn, or the fact that cities can 
be active agents producing different narratives, is a path of analysis in multilevel 
migration studies (Zapata-Barrero et al. 2017a). These are, of course, tendencies. 
We know perfectly well that the power relation could explain determinate positions, 
as well as governmental responsibilities and inter-dependencies among actors. But 
this hypothesis-building reflection probably goes beyond the scope of this prelimi-
nary chapter.

5.3.2  Conceptualizing: Concept Formation and Conceptual 
Framework

The process of building a conceptual framework is consubstantial to the process of 
understanding. But concepts are not cut in stone and are never neutral, they respond 
to different meanings and purposes. Social and political controversies around a phe-
nomenon always take the shape of a web of concepts. This is why the identification 
of key-concepts in a conflict is paramount. In fact, the major disputes among actors 
revolve around the meanings of key-concepts. For instance, Portes (2008) analyses 
the concept of social change related to migration studies; Kymlicka (2015) has 
recently offered some reflections on the concept of solidarity in diverse societies, or 
my recent proposal on the concept/policy framework of analysis for the emerging 
debate on interculturalism (Zapata-Barrero 2015).

Weber notes that progress in social science occurs through conflicts over terms 
and definitions (quoted by Gerring 1999: 359). The fact is that disputes about con-
cepts often reflect deeply opposing approaches around a conflict. A long-standing 
concern in PT is the analysis of political concepts: freedom, equality, justice, author-
ity, legitimacy, democracy, welfare, and so on. Each of these has been defined in 
numerous ways, following different democratic traditions, and PT can help us clar-
ify the background of different interpretations. For APT, each concept has a domain 
of application. That is, a set of objects of which it is meaningful to ask whether they 
fall under the given concept or not. We might say, for example, that the domain of 
the concept border control is a network of actors and institutions doing/deciding 
border control, and even criticising how this control is done in practice.

A conceptual framework can be then defined as a network of interlinked concepts 
that together provide a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon. This is not 
merely a collection of concepts, but, rather, a construct in which each concept plays 
an integral role. According to Miles and Huberman (1994: 440), a conceptual frame-
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work “lays out the key factors, constructs, or variables, and presumes relationships 
among them”. In research terms, a conceptual framework is not composed of vari-
ables or factors, but of categories within a web of concepts that maintain meaningful 
relationships among them. The purpose is not to provide a causal/analytical setting, 
but, rather, a framework to understand a given migration-related conflict. Conceptual 
frameworks are indeterminist in nature and, therefore, do not enable us to predict an 
outcome, or even to explain it. Rather than offering explanation, as do quantitative 
models, conceptual frameworks provide understanding. A conceptual framework 
does not provide knowledge of “hard facts”, but, rather, a “soft interpretation of 
intentions” (Jabareen 2009). The construction of a conceptual framework can be a 
product of these interlinks between APT and QR, and a conceptual analysis may 
offer normative guidance (Margolis and Laurence, 2014). This focus certainly has a 
long tradition in PT. In seminal work, Weldom (1953) noted that most of the discus-
sion in PT does not have a factual content, but instead deals with arguments and 
definitions, namely that most conflicts are nominalists. Concepts such as ‘power’, 
‘justice’, ‘freedom’, ‘humanity’, ‘solidarity’, ‘security’, are “essentially contested”, 
in the sense that there is no neutral definition, but are rather always a matter of inter-
pretation. The different ways actors use the same concept gives rise to different 
conceptions. The analysis trying to infer the concept and the conceptions can help 
us understand how actors give meanings to their positions in a given conflict.

Following the literature on the “essentially contested concepts”, there is a con-
ceptual core or a nuclear definition, which is shared by all actors using the concept 
in a given conflict. Most of the migration-related concepts mix description (what is 
the concrete reference of a concept) with normative dimensions (behind a concept, 
there is always some principles and values orienting action and regulating behav-
iour). Likewise, behind concepts, there are not only principles and values, but also 
practices. The concept of “humanitarian help” or even the concept of “welcoming 
policy” has its meaning only through given practices.

In the analysis of a given conflict, once we have identified the main actors 
involved (and for us, providing different interpretations around the conflict), the 
inference of the key-concepts framing the conflict can help us articulate different 
arguments according to given guiding-questions. The conceptual map must always 
be constructed as being the answer of a key question. Concretely, it is a way to con-
ceptually organize the answer through arguments. This is why the identification of 
the guiding-question is so paramount in the process of understanding a conflict. As 
Saunders et al. (2015: 3) state,

Using the analogy of a box for the mental image or abstraction, a concept is the box in 
which we place things we believe to have aspects in common. The concept of organisation 
therefore includes a wide range of elements, such as people, structure, roles and responsi-
bilities, learning and so on.

To draw a conceptual map of the conflict means to answer the questions: (a) what 
are the basic arguments and how they relate to each other so that we may understand 
them in conflictive terms?; (b) what are the different guiding-questions assumed or 
explicitly posed by the different actors around the conflict?; (c) how are the different 
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interpretations of the conflict organized: around which guiding-question? Of course, 
a conceptual framework needs to be validated, that is, once constructed it must also 
make sense to other researchers, and we must be able to answer the question: does 
the framework present a reasonable understanding for scholars studying the phe-
nomenon? Finally, the overall purpose of developing a conceptual framework is to 
make research findings meaningful and generalizable.

But most concept theorists also share the idea that the purpose is always to place 
concepts in context, since it is the context that certainly helps to identify meanings. 
Conceptual analysis is a highly contextual process (Gerring 1999: 366. See also the 
contribution of R. King, Chap. 3 in this volume).

5.3.3  Contextualizing: Against Scepticism and Universalism

Frege famously declared in section 60 of his The Foundations of Arithmetic (1884) 
that only within complete sentences do words have meaning. This different principle 
of compositionality is usually referred to as the context principle. Contextualism is 
seen as a part of the methodology to understand interpretations, and in our case, 
migration-related conflicts. It has been a common concern both for APT and QR. It 
is consubstantial to qualitative research on migration, and the framing of political 
theories on diversity of cultures, since most of the arguments come from the infer-
ence on particular cases. Both share the view that behind a conflict there is a web of 
particular contextual circumstances, which need to be identified. As a determinant of 
understanding, to contextualize a conflict is to place the conflict within a process.

This contextual approach has been explicitly discussed by political theorists 
dealing with diversity, from the seminal claim of Carens (2004) to Bader and 
Saharso (2004). A similar approach can also be found in the work of Kukathas, who 
affirmed that “much of the political theory of multiculturalism seems to be of the 
contextual variety” (2004: 215), and to the most recent works of Lægaard (2014, 
2016). We can also include qualitative researchers mainly introduced by cultural 
studies (Schwandt 2007: 43), when it is said that “interpretations are context bound 
in the sense that a specific situation determines the form and direction of an inter-
pretation”. Contextualism, in Miller’s sense, is the position that principles of justice 
are not universal, but context specific (Miller 2013: 42–43). Knowledge/under-
standing and context have, therefore, a necessary epistemological implication. 
Context denotes a description of particular cases, specific facts or their particular 
circumstances. From an epistemological point of view, the importance of contextu-
alism and its role in contributing to providing meaning to interpretations is also an 
argument both against scepticism and against universalism (Cohen 1986; De Rose 
1999; Rysiew 2016), and against overgeneralizations in most political theory argu-
ments arising from one context and translated to others (Lægaard 2016: 262).

To contextualize a conflict is to place the conflict in a specific phase of a con-
tinuum line process with other phenomena. The process of conflict-identification 
cannot be done without a rigorous contextual framing technique. “Framing” means, 
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first of all, to place the conflict within a given topic, and in a specific time and place. 
For instance, in the process of migrants’ incorporation in a school, some conflicts 
may arise in the process of solving the problem of the concentration of migrants in 
a determinate school (place-frame) and moment (time-frame), or the wearing of 
chador by some girls in a specific school. The determination of the topic, the place 
and the time will indeed constitute the contextual focus of the conflict. Once the 
conflict has been focused, the qualitative researcher can leave “place” to the politi-
cal theorist. This is why there can be two kinds of sources that APT can use to 
analyse interpretations and frame the conflict. Primary sources directly related to 
the specific context where the conflict arises (information directly produced during 
the conflictive situation by the main agents involved, such as public administrations, 
political parties, immigrant associations, trade unions, neighbourhood associations, 
NGOs, etc.), and secondary sources directly related to the identified topic, (for 
instance, the debate on religion/concentration of immigrants and the school in our 
example). In the previous case, large scholarly literature exists on migration studies 
linking diversity, religion and schooling (for example, Triandafyllidou et al. 2012). 
For instance, in this context, the principle of equality of access to school is at odds 
with the secular principle of national identity. The same conflict can then be solved 
according to different standards. In Catalonia, the right to go to school has priority 
over whatever religious considerations there may be (Generalitat de Catalunya 
2015). The Islamic scarf controversy in France, however, follows another route, 
favouring secularism over the right to school (Arslan 2015). Or we can also take 
other examples where the core debate is not only about the different principles fol-
lowed to solve a problem, but the ranking of them.

If context plays an important role in PT, there will always be an issue of delimit-
ing it, since it then seems crucial to invoke what are the “relevant facts”. In her most 
recent overview, Lægaard (2016), for instance, distinguishes different dimensions 
of contextualism. The “issue contextualism” refers to the process of setting out spe-
cific cases in relation to theoretical arguments, and “methodological contextualism” 
also means that context can be relevant to formulate/test and modify given theories. 
In this case, some critical scholars doubt that it can be a distinctive dimension of 
political theory (Kukathas 2004). As Levy (2007) notes, this methodological con-
textualism is very close to the “reflective equilibrium” (Rawls 1999: 18–19, 42–45), 
so clearly shared by Carens (2013), when he stressed that the way we compared 
general principles with particular cases in order to see whether the implications of 
the principles square with considered judgments. Parekh (2006) can also be another 
example of analysing particular cases such as Muslim headscarves. He states that 
religious symbols cannot be defined and compared in the abstract, both because 
they rarely have the same equivalent significance and because they acquire different 
meanings in different contexts and historical periods, and might sometimes even 
cease to be religious in nature. We need to contextualize them and compare them not 
abstractly or “in themselves”, but in terms of the character and significance they 
might have acquired at a particular time (Parekh 2006: 251–252). Therefore, the 
substantial dimension of contextualism is that the normative dimension of general 
principles can only have meaning in a given context. We may even say that contex-
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tualism plays the role of the mediator between a general principle and its specific 
treatment, and it is at the core of APT (Parekh 2006: 257).

That there is some affinity between diversity and context in PT is suggested by 
almost all multiculturalists and its critics (Barry 2001, for instance). Levy (2007: 
12-13) notes that “when theorists write about cultural rights, they typically write 
with a few cases in mind”. This makes sense; it is hard to imagine arguing about 
cultural rights without referring to any “culture”. Political theorists also suffer the 
same criticisms as qualitative researchers regarding the limits of their generalisa-
tions. This is because they also work with very few particular cases, which makes it 
difficult to claim that arguments are universal. However, there is no evidence that 
they acknowledge how particular cases limit the applicability of their arguments 
(Flyvbjerg 2006). There is also a debate about European multiculturalism taking 
place in other contexts. This discussion was probably first raised by Modood et al. 
(2006), followed by other edited books such as Triandafyllidou et  al. (2012). In 
Europe, diversity and multiculturalism are mainly centred on Muslims and religion, 
rather than race. Discussions of multicultural accommodation, therefore, needs to 
address the broader question of the relationship between politics and religion. Euro- 
multiculturalism reopens the issue of secularism (Bader 2007), which is probably a 
distinctive European way of conducting arguments that are related to religion.

5.4  Concluding Remarks

The interdisciplinary relationship between APT and QR can only be an asset for a 
better understanding of migratory dynamics, politics and policies. In summary, APT 
makes use of normative concepts and principles coming from liberal and demo-
cratic traditions (equality and freedom, for instance, but also some seminal distinc-
tions as the public/private realm), with the purpose of interpreting processes of 
social and political change. In doing so, it needs to use QR for generating the empir-
ical first-hand information inferring the basic frames, themes and patterns around a 
conflictive situation.

Certainly, in identifying contradictions, paradoxes and gaps between principles 
and reality, what makes these bridging and bonding elements between APT and QR 
stronger is that they produce critical knowledge that is not only social and political, 
but also theoretically founded and empirically grounded. It can help, for instance, to 
develop an evidence-based theory of security encompassing all the dimensions, 
including human and migrant security (Zapata-Barrero and Gabrielli 2017), as well 
as taking into account the views of refugees and not only the interest of States. Or, 
at the level of diversity management, rather than border issues, an empirically 
grounded analysis on how people live through social conflicts in their everyday 
life – such as in their neighbourhood, interacting with people from different national 
and cultural backgrounds. This is especially relevant for migration issues, which are 
always in need of more demanding objective evidence for scientific development, as 
well as in need of offering viable policy routes to guide social and political changes.
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