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Nation-states have the sovereign right to control migration to and on their territory. 
They do so, among others, by appplying measures that aim at preventing irregular 
migration and at making those people, whose presence is unlawful, leave the 
territory. Nevertheless, certain foreign nationals enter the territory illegally whereas 
others resist attempts to their removal and cannot be excluded from the Swiss 
territory – be it due to human rights issues, to practical obstacles, or other reasons.

Research Questions
This project aims at shedding light on the way in which
the exclusion of foreign nationals is practiced, lived and
contested in the context of current Swiss migration politics.
It investigates the measures taken to prevent the entry and
stay of certain migrants considered to be irregular because
they do not seem to fit the norms and needs of the current
migration regime. Thus, the study focuses on spatial
exclusion practices and seeks to depict experiences and
(re-)actions of people who execute policies of exclusion in
practice and of migrants at whom these practices are
directed. It pursues the overarching research question:
– What exclusion measures and practices are put in place 

within the Swiss immigration and asylum context and 
how are they perceived, experienced and contested by 
different actors involved?

Further research questions are the following:
– Where and by whom are exclusion practices carried out 

and what categories of migrants are they directed at?
– How do the different actors understand and make sense 

of these exclusion practices? 
– What are the limits of exclusion practices in liberal 

democracies (for example in terms of human rights)?

Approach
The spatial exclusion of migrants has been studied in 
several contexts, with different approaches and focuses. 
An important field of research is that of immigration and 
border control (De Genova 2013; Mezzdra and Neilson 
2013; Mountz 2010; Walters 2002), in which some studies 
focus on the interaction between the border regime and the 
migrants trying to cross borders by using an ethnographic 
approach (Klepp 2011). Investigating State practices and 
the functioning of the bureaucracy (Eule 2014) as well as 
the decision-making process regarding the right of foreign 
nationals to stay in a country (Achermann 2012) or to get a 
visa for this country also constitute an important approach 
in order to study the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion 
of immigration policies. A flourishing literature is also arising 
to describe, historicize, denaturalize and theorize specific 
exclusion practices such as the deportation of irregular 
migrants (De Genova and Peutz 2010; Walters 2002) and 
the administrative detention of foreigners (Bosworth 2014; 
Hall 2012). 

To address the research questions concretely, our project 
uses a notion of exclusion based on the concept of social 
closure (Weber 1968). Exclusion is defined here as a status 
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and process, by which a person or categories of persons 
are deprived of access to and participation in opportunities, 
resources and rights. Exclusion processes are thought of as 
being gradual, dynamic and differentiated according to the 
societal aspects they relate to (Achermann 2012).

In a first step, we have mapped and identified three main 
fields of measures producing exclusion within the Swiss 
migration context:
– The first type of measure leads to the practice of border 

control, which operates as a filter between the migrants 
allowed to enter and the ones who are not. Border control 
is taking place at the physical border but also inside and 
outside the country’s national territory. Border control 
practices are strongly related to the legislation on the 
admission of foreigners, which in turn defines the criteria 
for eligibility for migrants coming to Switzerland.

– The second field of measures is that of removal practices, 
which physically exclude people from Swiss territory and 
ultimately aim at transferring them to another country that 
will be responsible for them. These measures include the 
detention of migrants for repatriation or transferal.

– A third series of measures is directed at migrants residing 
legally or illegally in Switzerland. They aim at restraining 
their rights and freedom, dissuading them from staying 
in the country and being joined by members of their 
families. These are mainly administrative measures of 
granting, refusing or not extending residence permits 
including asylum and temporary protection.

The project focuses on the first two fields of practices 
implying the spatial and physical exclusion of migrants.

Methodology
This research project consists of two main case studies
carried out by the two fellows. One case study focuses on
practices of border control and their contestation while the
other one concentrates on immigration detention. This
choice reflects two major fields of exclusion practices in
Switzerland: Practices through which migrants are
prevented from entering Switzerland, and practices
through which illegalized migrants are physically excluded
and deported from the Swiss territory.

The projects are based on an ethnographic approach 
combining participant observation, semistructured and 
open interviews as well as document analysis. Phases 
of data collection will be alternated with phases of data 
analysis following the principles of grounded theory. 
Depending on the availability, descriptive quantitative 
analyses of statistics will be included in the project. 

Our methodological approach attempts to grasp the 
perspectives of the different actors involved in the 
practices and measures we would like to describe and 
analyze – be it on the side of those executing or those 

undergoing exclusion. In doing so, we are interested in the 
implementation of legal provisions into concrete action, in 
the way the different people involved interact and in how 
such practices are understood and experienced by the 
actors involved.
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