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Abstract

In today’s academic debates and activities theoretical analysis is often accompanied by the
announcement of new “turns”. This also holds true for the research on migration, mobility and
flexibility in social sciences and humanities. The lecture critically reflects the case of the “mobility
turn”, a paradigm advanced by social scientists aiming to enhance their understanding of the
world on the move. The argument pursues the objective of shedding light on the genealogy of
the concept of mobility. It highlights the epistemological pitfalls of claiming paradigmatic shifts in a
context of rapid social transformation and academic competition.

The lecture traces the manifold uses of the concept of mobility among protagonists of Evolutionism
and Marxism by sociologists of the Chicago School as well as in postmodern critique. It shows

that the concept of mobility, since its first accurate definition by Karl Marx, has been important

in conceptualizing and producing modernity, for example as an international capitalist system of
production and distribution. As concepts and practices of mobility slowly spread as a virtue from
capitalist modernity to the field of human action, they also became more prominent in the academic
world of social sciences and humanities.
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Against this genealogical background, it is argued, that an affirmative understanding of the “mobility
turn” runs the risk of ignoring the historical conditions of its emergence. Moreover, it might sacrifice
the social theoretical ground for understanding the structural conditions, which regulate mobility as

powerful concept, process and practice today.

Hence, the lecture highlights the epistemological and theoretical challenges in academic migration
research — as in any other scientific field — that allegedly new paradigms are entangled in the historical
and academic conditions of their emergence.
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