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After 50 years of research and two major research programmes on migration in 
Switzerland – the NRP 39 Migration and Intercultural Relations and the NCCR 
on the move – this special issue reflects on the knowledge production, mainly in 
Switzerland, in this important domain of sociology. What type of research has been 
produced by sociologists in this field? According to which epistemologies? What 
public and political impact has this research had? What open questions remain, 
and in what direction is the sociology of migration likely to move in the future? 

At a time when funding sources encourage interdisciplinary research in order 
to provide a better understanding of social phenomena, it might seem irrelevant 
to address migration from a single disciplinary angle. We argue, however, that the 
focus on interdisciplinary research in large research programmes on migration often 
prevents us from identifying the specificities of sociological research. This might also 
be a result of the absence of chairs in the sociology of migration in Swiss universities: 
unlike gender studies, the sociology of migration (and its related fields of citizenship, 
mobility, diversity, ethnicity and racial studies) remains institutionally marginal in 
Swiss universities. Yet, as the contributions to this special issue demonstrate, socio-
logical research on migration is thriving in different places.

When social scientists first started to research migration, generating data of 
various kinds was at the heart of the emerging discipline. In the following, we pro-
vide a historical overview of the sociology of migration in Switzerland. Given the 
profusion of research, our account will not be exhaustive and will invariably omit 
many important contributions. Yet we believe that this overview will be sufficiently 
comprehensive for readers to situate the different contributions to the special issue; 
it should also form the basis for the discussion of open questions for future research 
in the sociology of migration.
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1 From the intrinsic and problematic differences between migrants …

Studies on migration in Switzerland started in the mid-1960s and early 1970s with 
medical and economicanalysis to evaluate the costs and benefits of migrants’ presence 
in the short and long term – for instance, the study by Hagmann (1966; see also 
Fibbi 1989). A sociology of migration only started to develop in Switzerland in the 
1970s, coinciding with the legal and political restrictions for migrants examined by 
Hans-Joachim Hoffmann-Nowotny from the University of Zurich. As was typical 
of that time, Hoffmann-Nowotny aimed to develop a grand theory explaining 
the reasons for migration based on a systemic approach, the main focus for which 
was the major international differences in income which was leading people from 
poor countries to migrate to richer ones (1973). Migrants therefore represented 
an underclass which would lead to the proletarisation of migrant workers in the 
“host” society and to the upward social mobility of the “autochthonous” population 
(Hoffman-Nowotny 1970). He then concluded that the social position of foreigners 
in Switzerland was worse than that in their country of origin. Comparing the case 
of migrants’ descendants, he analysed a reproduction of intergenerational social 
inequalities among the group of people of foreign origin, concluding that young 
people in this group might eventually only reproduce the subordinate social positions 
of their parents (Hoffman-Nowotny 1985) – foreshadowing processes of segmented 
assimilation (Portes and Zhou 1993).

Hoffman-Nowotny was also interested in explaining the impact of migration 
on the host society and attitudes towards migrants. At the time when immigrants 
from Southern Europe were still widely regarded as “exotic” amid debates on whether 
they could ever assimilate, Hoffmann-Nowotny explained their cultural difference 
to Swiss nationals as being due to structural discrimination against them. Indeed, 
in his earlier work he argued that the lack of structural integration led to incom-
plete cultural assimilation and not the contrary. In the 1990s, however, his views 
changed and he now argued that migrants were culturally different from the host 
society; this difference he saw as problematic, preventing migrants from achieving 
better socio-economic positions. He explained this incompatibility by the fact that 
migrants were not only unqualified as workers but also came from “predominantly 
agrarian and often semi-feudal or feudal structures which, from an internal point 
of view, are still strongly oriented towards the tribe or clan and may be the bearer 
of religions that have not yet experienced the Reformation and the Enlightenment” 
(Hoffmann-Nowotny 1992, 74). Because he still regarded socio-economic inclusion 
as a predictor of cultural assimilation for South-European migrants (Hoffmann-
Nowotny 1973) and, given his analysis of the intergenerational reproduction of 
lower positions among migrants’ descendants, he found that this cultural assimila-
tion was impeded. However, in a later study, Hoffmann-Nowotny (2001) revised 
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this perspective and concluded that the social distance between “autochthones” and 
migrants long-resident in the country had actually reduced. 

2 … To the deconstruction of migration as a social problem 

As highlighted by Hans-Rudolph Wicker (2003), (sociological) research by 
Hoffman-Nowotny and other scholars before the 1980s was in concordance with 
and did not contradict the political problematic vision on “overforeignisation” 
(Überfremdung). The idea that immigrants are culturally “too different” to assimi-
late and that there are “too many” of them re-emerged in political discourse in the 
1970s (Cattacin and Oris 2013; D’Amato and Ruedin 2018). In the following two 
decades sociologists started to clearly distance themselves from the political agenda 
that continued to draw on these ideas. 

During the 1980s, a few projects on migration were developed by sociolo-
gists but they were not coordinated, as described by Rosita Fibbi (1989, 148, our 
translation): “There was no faculty that included this theme in a sustainable way 
in its teaching or research, apart from the sciences of education at the University of 
Geneva. Research that is not strictly pedagogical is therefore the result of a more or 
less fortuitous conjunction of factors, such as a thesis or dissertation at university 
or social studies institutes, a national research programme (i. e. a budget devoted to 
the study of a politically burning issue). The migration theme is a poor relation in 
scientific research (in 1988, the humanities received only 19 per cent of the research 
credits granted by the Swiss National Science Foundation) […] in conclusion, 
scattered research dominated, conducted with relatively limited resources, limited 
geographically, ad hoc in nature, and with little accumulation of knowledge. It is 
therefore easy to understand that, under these conditions, the research topics very 
closely follow the debates and the evolution of immigration policy”.

In the early 1980s, important funds were allocated to research on migrants’ 
descendants – the so called “second generation” – leading to three projects on the 
socio-economic inclusion of and passage from school to the labour market by 
migrants’ descendants (De Rham et al. 1984; Gurny et al. 1984; Hoffman-Nowotny 
1985). During this decade, researchers from different disciplines (history, anthro-
pology, geography, law) started to take an interest in migration and it became an 
established area of research for the Swiss Sociological Association in 1985.1 The first 
article published in the Swiss Journal of Sociology appeared in 1986, written by 
the coordinators of the new research committee to develop a critical perspective on 
the production, the legitimation and the meaning of otherness categories (Garcia 
et al. 1986). Paradoxically it was also in this period that interdisciplinary research 
started to be encouraged, making it difficult to identify the unique contribution of 

1 See: https://www.sgs-sss.ch/de/forschungskomitees/migration-minderheiten/ (11.08.2020).

https://www.sgs-sss.ch/de/forschungskomitees/migration-minderheiten/
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sociology. One example of such interdisciplinary work is the collaboration between 
sociologists and anthropologists in summarising the state-of-the-art in the early 1990s 
(Wicker et al. 1996). As a cause or consequence of this interdisciplinary work, the 
focus changed from migrants’ difficulties (e. g. school problems, inadaptation) to the 
problems they may pose in society (xenophobia, national identity), which started a 
reflection on its own dynamics (Fibbi 1989). Conceptually there was a shift in this 
period in the terms used to describe this phenomenon – from emigration/immigration 
to migration – and to grasp it in a more flexible and complete way. This can help us 
understand the different forms that migration can take – stages/circulation, mono/
multidirectional, forced/voluntary, temporary/long term or international/internal 
(see Lüthi and Skenderovic 2019; Zufferey et al. 2020). 

The 1990s formalised research on migration through the National Research 
Programme (NRP) 39 “Migration and Intercultural Relations”, financed by the 
Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF). The programme was expected to create 
“decision-making documents for the political authorities, assistance for social workers 
responsible for migrants and the opening-up of a more objective public debate on 
migration” (www.snf.ch). The NRP 39 and its 20+ related projects (Wicker et al. 
2003) represent a symbolic recognition of this field of research. In parallel to the 
NRP 39, an interdisciplinary centre of research and documentation in the field of 
migration – the Swiss Forum for Migration Studies2 – was created with funds from 
a foundation to carry out research on migration. The different studies of the NRP 
39 established migration as a quasi-normal societal phenomenon rather than as a 
marginal one. These studies focused on the structural barriers to equal treatment, 
looking at contemporary migration policies, urban and housing conditions and access 
to labour market and economic positions. A smaller number of studies explored 
migrants’ social, health and educational issues as well as their integration experiences 
(Wicker et al. 2003). In many ways, the NFP 39 demonstrated how interdisciplinary 
research can provide a fuller understanding of migration and its challenges.

Migration policy is, of course, the first barrier to equal treatment; to some 
extent, with its direct democratic system, Switzerland offered a means to represent 
the national population’s preferences Hans Mahnig and his colleagues (2005) 
identified three trends in the Swiss policy of migration: a policy of laisser-faire, 
a liberal policy of access motivated by economic and external policy reasons and 
a restrictive policy of naturalisation following national policy reasons from 1950 
to 1980s (Mahnig 1991; Wicker 2003; Ruedin et al. 2015; Piguet 2017). The jus 
sanguinis citizenship system and low rate of naturalisation led to a high percentage 
of migrants who were foreign citizens and who whould have disappeared in the 
statistics of other countries based on jus soli and automatic or facilitated naturalisa-

2 Which became the Swiss Forum for Migration and Population Studies (our emphasis) in 2000 
with the arrival of the demographer Philip Wanner and the sociologist and demographer Laurence 
Charton.

http://www.snf.ch
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tion. As highlighted by Wicker (2003, 26), Swiss migration policy actively created 
the “problem of foreigners” with its focus on the dichotomy between citizens and 
foreigners. Integration became a scientific topic because of the persistence of the 
foreigner’s status and the focus on long established migrants and their descendants, 
and because the settlement of the “others” was seen as temporary and not aimed at 
integration (Bolzman et al. 2001; D’Amato 2001; Cattacin and Chimienti 2010). 
This vision of migration also explains why cultural diversity, ethnicity and racism 
have remained associated with the issue of foreigners. 

The third policy trends started at the end of the 1980s and marked a new logic: 
whilst access to the country became more restrictive, access to naturalisation was 
facilitated as of 1992. As a result, migrants were no longer regarded as a homogeneous 
group considered as “foreigners”; however, the policy change brought a distinction 
between (desired and sought-after) high-skilled migrants on the one hand, and 
(unwanted) unqualified migrants on the other. Highly skilled migrants often came 
from Western (and mostly European) countries and were often long-term residents, 
while unskilled immigrants and those with few (formal) qualifications – associated 
with the Global South and often rejected – represented more recent migration (see 
also Joppke in this special issue; Zufferey et al. 2020). In this context a new asylum 
law was established in 1981; it was revised many times, mainly in a more restrictive 
way, underlying the precariousness of this right (Parini and Gianni 2005). 

The second structural barrier on which the NFP 39 focused was the econo-
mic dimension of migration. This area of research had been relatively neglected by 
sociologists, except for studies on access to and discrimination on the labour market. 
Originally, economists provided contrasting results depending on the economic 
sectors taken into consideration, and whether they took a short- or a long-term 
perspective. Existing research argued that migrant workers had complementary 
positions on the labour market and thus neither represented undue competition for 
“autochthonous” workers, nor led to lower salaries across the economy (Kindler-
berger 1967). Research from the NFP 39 expanded this line of inquiry in order to 
demonstrate that migrants are strongly segregated on the labour market, depending 
not only on their migratory background but also their residence permit – the more 
precarious the residence permit, the worse their labour-market position in terms of 
prestige and salary – and gender, as foreign women were at the bottom of the scale 
(De Coulon et al. 2003; Flückiger and Ramirez 2003; Kuster and Cavelti 2003). 
More-recent research shows not only that immigrants are discriminated against in 
terms of positions and salary but also that their inclusion on the labour market is 
more difficult (Fibbi et al 2003). On average, migrants have to send 30 per cent 
more applications to get a job interview (Zschirnt and Fibbi 2019; see also Jann 
2014; Auer et al. 2019 for discrimination on the Swiss housing market; and Ossipow 
et al. 2019 regarding refugees’ descendants).
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At the macro level and taking a long-term perspective, the economist George 
Sheldon explored the effect of migration on the Swiss economy between the 1950s 
and the 1990s and concluded that it caused a slowdown of the public economy in 
terms of innovation and growth because liberal Swiss migration policy allowed the 
entry of many unqualified workers (2003). His analysis supports past and current 
migration policies of “selectivity”, prioritising both qualified and unqualified migrants 
who support the economy. The long-term analysis, from a sociological angle, of 
the effect of migration on the national economy might provide a complementary 
perspective to that of Sheldon by showing that unskilled immigrants and those 
with little formal education have also enriched the landscape of those small and 
medium-sized enterprises which are significant for the Swiss economy (Piguet 2005). 
Moreover, these migrants also helped to streamline the socio-economic structure 
of Switzerland thanks to the massive entry of their descendants into intermediate 
white-collar jobs (Bolzman et al. 2003). 

The NFP 39 also studied the urban and housing contexts: research showed 
a similar level of urban segregation of migrants over the years. It also heralded the 
start of an inversion of minority and majority populations in several urban neigh-
bourhoods inhabited by foreigners or migrants (Huissoud et al. 2003) as well as 
the phenomenon occurring in popular neighbourhoods whereby the “established” 
residents are not necessarily Swiss nationals and the “outsiders” are not only new 
migrants (Wimmer 2003). On the other hand, greater levels of xenophobia in more-
diverse neighbourhoods compared to more homogenous ones reveals the structural 
dimension of this phenomenon (Arend 2003; Wicker 2003) although more recent 
work emphasises the possibilities for contact (see Green et al. 2010). Urban socio-
logists also highlighted how cities and local policies played key roles in developing 
integration measures (Cattacin and Kaya 2005; Cattacin 2009).

Microsociology looked at the problems and challenges which migrants expe-
rienced in areas such as social support, health or education. During this period a 
key result of the different studies was that neither the nationality nor the migrants’ 
culture determined their problems and challenges but their socio-economic belon-
ging (Chaudet et al. 2000; Chimienti et al. 2001; Bolzman et al. 2003). The diver-
sification of migrant characteristics in terms of age, gender and legal situation has 
led researchers to analyse the differences between immigrants and to stop treating 
them as a homogenous group – a perspective now banished to politics. Since then, 
studies tend to explore the heterogeneity among immigrants and their descendants, 
even among migrants of the same national origin (Bolzman 1996; Alber et al. 2000; 
Bolzman et al. 2001; Frauenfelder 2007; Lieber 2010; Chimienti et al. 2019). In 
line with a wider recognition of intersectionality, Swiss sociology has demonstrated 
the specific needs of some migrants at the intersection of unequal power relations. 
In addition to the classic determinants of social inequality (class, gender and natio-
nality) researchers have begun to analyse the legal dimension of inequality and the 
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production of irregularity and marginalisation of asylum-seekers (Efionayi-Mäder 
et al. 2001), refugees, provisionally admitted foreigners (Achermann and Chimienti 
2006), irregular migrants (Chimienti et al. 2003) and, more recently, regularised 
undocumented migrants (see Jackson et al. 2019) and migrants who depend on 
social assistance (Bolzman et al. 2002). 

The focus on social problems led to researchers exploring migrants’ individual 
and collective resources and understanding them not as passive or the victims of 
circumstances but as actors (Bolzman and Fibbi 1991; Bolzman 1996; Achermann 
et  al. 2006; Chimienti 2009; Chimienti and Lieber 2019; Mellini et  al. 2016). 
These studies have in common that they demonstrate that formal education and 
paid work are insufficient to ensure social integration, partly because of a lack of 
resources but also because of a lack of awareness of the specific needs of migrant 
populations or populations of foreign origin. It became clear that social integration 
can only occur structurally and transversally; the acquisition of rights is the best 
driver of integration, whilst rights are still conceived as an outcome of integration 
in Switzerland, as illustrated by the naturalisation law (for recent work in this field 
see, for instance, Hainmueller et al. 2015).

Since the 1980s, researchers have questioned the sedentarity norm in migration 
policy and earlier studies. They have highlighted the role of legal discrimination, 
segregation and inequality in migrants’ social trajectories, deconstructed migrants 
as a homogeneous category and shown the diversity of migrants’ resources and their 
forms of mobilisation at the individual and the collective levels. Yet the political 
impact of these studies remains limited. Whilst a federal law on integration was 
implemented in 2001, its outreach was sectorial and based on activation policies, 
demanding more than encouraging the participation of migrants (Bolzman 2002; 
Cattacin and Chimienti 2009). Integration policy, while allowing more public 
resources to support migrants’ programmes, for some became a policy of control in 
relation to their legal stabilisation (see, for instance, Bolzman et al. 2002; Borelli 
et al. in this special issue). Indeed, migrants have to demonstrate their local language 
skills, employment and financial autonomy if they want to keep or improve their 
residence permit. Migration and naturalisation laws have become more restrictive 
in some areas and attempts at coordination in the field of asylum (via, for example, 
the Dublin agreement) show very unequal treatment between countries. This limited 
political impact of migration studies in Switzerland has led different scholars to 
critique knowledge production in this field, smoothing the way for a reflexive turn 
in migration studies in the subsequent decade. 
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3 The reflexive turn and calls for de-migranticisation

The questioning of knowledge production concerns both the methods used to 
generate knowledge, the analysis of the collected information and the transfer of 
the knowledge. In migration studies, the critique of “methodological nationalism” – 
popularised by Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller (2003), though going 
back to Martins (1974) and Smith (1983) – leads us to question the nation-state as 
a unit of analysis. Wimmer and Glick Schiller show that this analytical bias, inter 
alia, in migration studies necessarily describes immigrants as “political security risks, 
as culturally others, as socially marginal or as an exception to the rule of territorial 
confinement … have mirrored the nationalist image of normal life” (2003, 599). 
The argument is that scholarship is often implicit in a “(re)reification of migrants 
as a distinct category of human mobility” (Lüthi and Skenderovic 2019, 14; see also 
Poglia Mileti 2000; De Genova 2013; Dahinden 2016). 

But how to achieve a “methodological fluidism” and construction of knowledge 
which would prevent the production of stigmatisation? (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 
2003, 600). The nationalist and sedentarity critique led to a new terminology with 
which to describe migration. The term mobility helps to encompass a larger group 
of people (migrants as well as tourists, business people, the armed forces etc.) and 
the concept of transnationalism enables researchers to emphasise that migration/
mobility is potentially experienced by everyone and connects people beyond natio-
nal boundaries or across two nations (Kaufmann 2008; Söderström et al. 2013). 
The concept of “super diversity” coined by Stephen Vertovec (2007) highlights that 
diversity allegedly reached such a degree that there is now “diversity within diversity” 
and that the idea of majority/minority social groups is obsolete because groups may 
contain widely differing statuses within them. 

The recognition that mobility and diversity are common human experiences 
led some researchers to react against the use of the term “migrant” because it was 
regarded as an external ascription of identity (Yıldız 2015). Post-migration per-
spectives move beyond the widespread use of migration as a relevant demarcation 
line and “describe cultural, ethnic, religious and national diversity as normality” 
(Canan and Foroutan 2015, 15). Instead of reaffirming a “migrantology” – the study 
of migration – in which researchers permanently consolidate their own object of 
study – the “migrant” as the “other”– post-migration perspectives seek to “overcome 
such distinctions” (Ring Petersen and Schramm 2017, 6). It is argued that post-mi-
grant and post-ethnic societies should be conceived of as “‘societies of negotiation’, 
where former dogmas about ‘integration’ are challenged and increasingly replaced 
by struggles over exclusion and inclusion via the renegotiation of hierarchies and 
through attempts to develop more inclusive notions of who we are” (Foroutan 
2016, quoted in Ring Petersen and Schramm 2017, 6). It follows that these terms 
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include a normative political vision of “how we want to live together in societies 
characterized by increasing heterogeneity” (Foroutan 2016, 248). 

Some researchers prefer the term “de-migranticisation” to post-migration, fol-
lowing the critique of post-colonial studies which are seen to “still share the discourses 
and values of (post-)modernity and consequently of coloniality” (Siegenthaler and 
Allain Bonilla 2019, 5). Decolonial thinking has been theorised as “epistemic diso-
bedience” (Mignolo 2010a) and as “learning to unlearn” (Tlostanova and Mignolo 
2012). It therefore means “to change the terms and not just the content of the 
conversation” (Mignolo 2010b, 313). The de-migranticisation perspective coined by 
Janine Dahinden (2016) follows the same logic: not just a re-negotiation of power 
relationships but, in particular, the refusal and denunciation of the inequalities at 
the root of this social order.

These critiques also lead to “comprehensive analyses of the structures, insti-
tutions and discursive frames of the societies of origin and arrival, with their parti-
cular local or regional variants, including factors such as industrialization, gender 
roles, family economies or demographic details” (Lüthi and Skenderovic 2019, 10). 
These studies reconsider the power relationship in the production of knowledge 
and encourage the sharing of this power through participative research where actors 
and “spaces of knowledge” are partners – from the research’s conceptualisation to 
the transfer of knowledge (Dahinden et al. 2020).

Two social-science research programmes financed by the SNF over the past two 
decades, namely the National Centers of Competence in Research (NCCR) “Over-
coming Vulnerabilities: Life Course Perspective” 2010–2021 (hereafter LIVES) and 
“on the move” (2014–) were developed in this context. The NCCR LIVES empha-
sised the shared condition of vulnerability of all human beings over the life course, 
independent of power relationships. One aspect of the research programme “explores 
the effects of spatial im/mobility on the reconfiguration of gender vulnerabilities. 
It studies and compares the different forms of spatial im/mobility (expatriation, 
migration, residential change, educational mobility) in order to establish their links 
to vulnerability processes”, especially the legal and administrative contexts that 
favour or hinder spatial mobility. The programme also looks at particular periods 
in the life course, such as the transition to adulthood (Bolzman et al. 2017) or to 
retirement (Bolzman and Bridji 2019; Ciobanu et al 2019) and their relation with 
spatial and social im/mobility and vulnerability (Kaufmann and Audikana 2020).

The NCCR on the move focuses more directly on migration and human mobi-
lity. Like the NCCR LIVES, the NCCR on the move reflects recent developments in 
which different approaches now coexist and build on one another. Uniting researchers 
from across the social sciences and law, some of the projects in the NCCR on the 
move develop the changes initiated by the reflexive turn, while others take a perhaps 
more pragmatic approach in order to enhance our understanding of contemporary 
phenomena related to migration and mobility. It reflects a recent tendency in the 

https://infoscience.epfl.ch/search?p=Audikana+Arriola++Ander
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social sciences to focus on specific social phenomena and societal challenges such 
as inequality or social cohesion. Less afraid to work with administrative categories 
and data, such a focus tries to maintain an appropriate distance from political 
discourse and simplistic descriptions of “problems”. Through such an approach, 
finding solutions to social phenomena like discrimination on the labour market 
takes precedence over fears of reifying labels and categories which take on a life of 
their own outside academic research and are therefore “real” in their consequences. 
With large datasets, access to register data, and new methodologies, the divisions 
and sub-divisions within the different migrant groups can now be explored without 
necessarily reifying undue categories. Assumptions such as vulnerability or trans-
national lifestyles have become expectations that can be tested empirically (Steiner 
and Wanner 2019; Zufferey et al. 2020).

4 Open questions and contributions to this special issue 

This overview of (sociological) research on migration has outlined a profound 
change in the way in which sociologists have approached this phenomenon over 
time. Much knowledge and data has been generated over the years, although many 
questions remain unanswered. Today, the need for migration is widely accepted; 
indeed, international migration has come to represent a central element in the 
demographic evolution of the countries of the Global North (see, among others, 
Wanner 2001). Migration, to some degree, compensates for the ageing of the native 
population and meets the need for labour. At the same time migration, together 
with other social phenomena, arguably leads to an increasing diversification of the 
population in Switzerland – which brings questions of social cohesion to the fore 
and raises new challenges. Here we identify four such challenges related to the pro-
duction of knowledge, the sovereignty of the state, tensions between protectionism 
and globalisation, and social cohesion. 

The production of knowledge. How can we produce knowledge that will not 
simply reproduce the national and social order? How can we move beyond nationa-
lity- or ethnicity-centred epistemologies? How can we collect data, analyse them and 
also communicate the results of studies without reproducing unduly homogenous 
and potentially stigmatising categories? 

Crisis in the sovereignty of nation states. The increasing mobility of people, 
economic globalisation, the international legal framework and the creation of supra-
national entities like the European Union, as well as transnational risks (epidemics, 
environmental disasters or terrorism) have all called national sovereignty into ques-
tion. While migration is not a right and the legal concept of citizenship is still viewed 
from an assimilationist perspective, these phenomena require consideration of the 
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ways of thinking about identity, belonging and participation beyond nation-states, 
while recognising the important role of states in shaping and implementing policies. 

Tensions between protectionism and globalisation. Migrant and immigrant popu-
lations are seen both as a threat to the welfare state and as a necessary workforce for 
the economy and the social security system. Which economic sectors need foreign 
labour? What is the impact of migrant labour on the economy, the workforce and 
on innovation and structural change in the long term? How can the economy both 
defend the national labour market and remain competitive on the global market? 
How can governments respond to these needs: to be both open and economically 
attractive to international companies while controlling immigration and/or the 
different forms of social dumping? 

Mobility, diversity and social cohesion. The population has diversified but what 
forms does this diversification take and how are they experienced on a daily basis? 
How can we form a political community that reflects the different scales of our 
memberships and belongings? How does transnationalism create or renew intercul-
tural links and conflicts? What adjustments will cities need to make to cope with 
mobility and diversity? Who is still defined as a migrant or a foreigner and why? 
What are the mechanisms that reproduce discrimination and racism in different 
spheres of social life and how could we tackle them? How can individuals without 
the protection of a state (exiles, migrants, etc.) claim citizenship rights elsewhere? 

The papers in this Special Issue were presented at an international workshop 
organised at the HETS/HESSO Geneva in December 2018. The Special Issue was 
then prepared during the confinement that followed the pandemic in early 2020 – 
the guest-editors took this opportunity to reflect on this period. The papers included 
provide some insights into the questions set out above in an innovative format, as we 
mixed theoretical articles, more empirically driven articles and a dialogue between 
two leading scholars in this field: Bridget Anderson and Janine Dahinden. These two 
scholars were invited to engage with each other’s perspectives on the challenges of 
knowledge production in migration studies. Janine Dahinden argues for the need 
for “de-migranticisation” in order to avoid the reproduction of social and national 
order within migration studies. She introduces the concept of the “migrant–citizen 
nexus” to show that some migrants are granted citizenship whilst some citizens are 
criminalised or stigmatised. In so doing, she emphasises that the process leading 
to the production of alterity and sameness shares its logic with national and social 
order. Bridget Anderson also analysed the many different ways in which migrancy 
and citizenry are entangled. She shows that the subject making of migrants and of 
citizens is mutually constitutive. She uses migration as a lens to investigate precari-
sation, stigmatisation and racialisation processes. She argues that the emphasis on 
social class in the sociology of migration tends to elude the dynamics of racialisation 
and as also argued by Saskia Bonjour and Sébastien Chauvin (2018) to naturalize 
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classed strategies of mobility. Finally both Anderson and Dahinden discuss the 
nationalistic policies adopted in reaction to the pandemic.

The contribution by Adrian Favell provides a critique of the sovereignty of 
nation-states and methodological nationalism. Written in the spirit of the reflexive 
turn, we believe that this contribution is best read as a manifesto to further unpack 
the nationalist preconception underpinning the concept of integration. It seeks to 
abandon the notion of integration in migration studies because it is regarded as a 
synonym for assimilationism, which in turn reproduces une pensée d’Etat (a state 
thought) necessarily linked to nationalism. In outlining the argument, the article 
contends that methodological nationalism underpins the literature on integration 
and, in some places, conflates early and contemporary strands of the literature for 
rhetorical reasons. While we recognise that contemporary researchers on integration 
who focus on societal challenges such as inequality or social cohesion may not feel 
that their efforts reflect diversity, we encourage scholars of migration to reflect on 
their use of terminology and how this may affect how we address specific social 
phenomena.

On the tension between protectionism and globalisation, the different papers 
in this special issue offer contrasting results, reflecting the current state of affairs in 
the sociology of migration. For Christian Joppke, protectionism and globalisation 
can work together in the same neoliberal logic whilst, for Lisa Borelli et al. and 
Angèle Mendy, these logics enter into conflict and remain unresolved. The article 
by Erica Righard invites new ways of thinking about social protection in a trans-
nationalised world. 

In his paper, Christian Joppke analyses immigration policies in the light of 
neoliberalism and what he calls “neonationalism”. Based on the policies in Western 
countries and a scholarly and journalistic literature review, Joppke shows that both 
policies reinforce each other and have the same logic of excluding unqualified migrants 
whilst recruiting qualified ones – a distinction is thus created between “wanted” and 
“unwanted” migrants. In this way, protectionism and globalisation follow the same 
neoliberal logic. He argues that the principle of selection in migration is determined 
by those skills which push race and ethnicity to the second level, although these 
phenomena are entangled with social class and thus skills. 

On the contrary, the article by Lisa Borrelli, Stefanie Kurt, Christin Achermann 
and Luca Pfirter argues that much of the tension between protectionism and globa-
lisation remains unresolved. The authors analyse the judgments of the Swiss Federal 
Supreme Court concerning its refusal to extend a residence permit to any migrant 
in the last ten years. Based on these judgments, the article shows that a permanent 
residence permit (Permit C) or an extension of a temporary permit (Permit B) is 
often denied if the holder is dependent on social assistance (a recognised social 
right against poverty) for a living. They conclude that the holders of a permanent 
residence permit and, even more so, those of a temporary permit are not full citizens, 



Introduction: The Sociology of Migration in Switzerland: Past, Present and Future 19

SJS 47 (1), 2021, 7–26

unlike Swiss natives. The article analyses the arguments in the appeals that justify 
the revocation or non-prolongation of a residence permit, before concluding that 
social welfare institutions become a tool for immigration control and make migrants 
the scapegoats of institutional dysfunction. 

In a similar way, Angèle Mendy looks into the policy of labour recruitment in 
public health in the UK, and shows that the labour policies remain embedded in 
a nationalist protectionist logic despite the (international) General Agreement on 
Trade in Services (GATS). National migration policy allows important room for 
manœuvre in the selection of migrant workers who have, in principle, agreed to 
remain and work in the UK. In contrast with Joppke’s contribution, Mendy argues 
that the increased restrictions on migrant labour in the health sector – in particular, 
migrants coming from non-EU/EEA countries – were influenced by ethical issues 
in the 2000s related to pressure by international public opinion to try to prevent 
brain drain in the countries of origin. She also shows that the globalised and bor-
derless labour market in the health sector stills functions as long as the presence of 
migrant workers from the Global South does not conflict with UK immigration 
policy – which regulates its internal market in favour of national interests – or as 
long as the migrants are very highly skilled, meaning that high skilled migration 
has many shapes.

Erica Righard’s contribution hints at how we can solve the tension between 
protectionism and globalisation. Her paper shows the process of transnationalisation 
of national social policies, looking at the case of the public old-age pension scheme 
in Sweden. Her article uses an innovative de-nationalised lens through which to 
analyse the old-age pension – considering various forms of mobility (e/immigration, 
national and foreign) and public policy responses to these circumstances. This frame 
raises a different set of questions, seeking to consider who is eligible for the pension – 
questions which are not related to nationality but to the time–space conditions of 
mobility. For instance, she asks how long after emigration should eligibility expire. 
How extended is transnational outreach when different countries are implicated 
because a person has lived, worked and became sick in different countries? Righard 
shows that these transnational social policies on the public old-age pension have, 
however, reproduced patterns of global inequality within the national population, 
excluding those who are not citizens of a country with an international agreement.

Dina Bader and Alexandra Feddersen’s contribution investigates how a migrant 
organisation associated with a right-wing party reconciles its claim to represent 
immigrants with the party’s anti-immigrant agenda. They draw on a content analysis 
of the websites of two organisations: one associated with a left-wing and one with a 
right-wing party. The analysis shows that even extreme, opposite positions can lead 
to internal cohesion through the establishment of distinction – i. e. new hierarchies, 
including those migrants who were affiliated with the opposite site as the “good” 
ones, whilst the others are depicted as the “bad” ones. This moves the “blame” to 



20 Milena Chimienti, Claudio Bolzman, and Didier Ruedin

SJS 47 (1), 2021, 7–26

others, a process which the authors refer to as “ideological boundary-making”. It 
promotes the formerly excluded, who are now included in the group via a process 
already well analysed by Ervin Goffman (1996 [1963]) as well as Georg Simmel, 
looking at newcomers (1979 [1908]). For the party, the inclusion of immigrants 
may be a way to avoid accusations of xenophobia and racism. 

5 Conclusion: Anchoring the future sociology of migration in the past

In this introduction to the special issue on the sociology of migration in Switzerland, 
we have chosen to emphasise the continuous and changing challenges of knowledge 
production in the sociology of migration. To do so, we took a historical perspective, 
outlining how contemporary contributions are a development of previous work. 
While the earliest work on migration closely followed administrative logic, it is 
because of sociological contributions that we, as a community of social scientists 
studying immigration and related social phenomena, have developed an independent 
approach necessary for the scientific study of the subject. On the one hand, sociolo-
gists have emphasised the experience of immigrants and their descendants, a strand 
of the literature that continues today – as several contributions in this special issue 
demonstrate. On the other hand, sociologists have contributed to the reflexive turn 
in migration studies, which has questioned how social scientists may be implicit 
in the different immigrants being presented as a homogenous population with its 
political consequences. The different contributions to this special issue demonstrate 
that reflexivity is an ongoing process and show how hard it can be to avoid a natio-
nalist perspective in our research.

Looking at the areas of research over time, we recognise a certain continuity 
on many topics – for instance, issues of inclusion and exclusion, attitudes towards 
migrants or the integration of immigrants in various aspects of the everyday. If 
there is continuity at this level, however, we observe an unprecedented willingness 
by researchers to challenge earlier perceptions of “immigrants” as a homogenous 
population – something largely banished to populist political discourse these days. 
In this sense, as several contributions to this special issue demonstrate, some of the 
contemporary research in the sociology of migration may appear to have moved 
closer to the administrative logic of the state so heavily criticised by the reflexive 
turn. On close examination, however, the focus on specific social phenomena and 
the dedication to finding solutions to societal challenges such as inequality or 
social cohesion often allows the necessary distance to be achieved. Better data and 
methodological advances allow sociologists to acknowledge and study in detail the 
divisions within larger groups – thus addressing pressing issues of intersectionality. 

In this sense, we foresee a healthy future for the sociology of migration in 
Switzerland, one in which sociological studies provide important contributions to 
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interdisciplinary work. On the one hand the focus on specific societal challenges, 
coupled with better data and methodological advantages, will allow sociologists to 
move beyond the description of inequalities and exclusion and towards the creation 
of solutions for an inclusive future. On the other hand, the important voices behind 
the reflexive turn will continue to warn researchers to stay clear of preconceptions 
and consider how the social sciences may be complicit in patterns of exclusion. The 
contributions to this special issue demonstrate that finding solutions to societal 
challenges and making efforts to view fieldwork, analysis and knowledge transfer 
through a de-nationalised lens remain formidable challenges that will stay with us 
in the future. 
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