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1 The Sociologization of Ethnicity and the Nation-State

The discipline of sociology has a long international tradition of both theoretical 
and empirical research on processes of ethnic differentiation and the manifold con-
sequences that accompany them (see, for example, Weber 1980 [1921]; Du Bois 
1995 [1899]; Barth 1969). However, it was not until the 1960s that the notion of 
ethnicity began to spread more widely in the sociological context and established 
itself as a fundamental concept. As late as the mid-1970s, Nathan Glazer and Daniel 
P. Moynihan (1975, 1), in their classic reader, promoted “ethnicity” as “a new term” 
helping to understand what was meant by “black politics” or “to find a satisfac-
tory place for the French-speaking element in an undivided Canada” (Glazer and 
Moynihan 1975, 2). The relevance of this new sociological category was high and 
equivalent to the classical category of social class. In the Anglo-Saxon world, the 
political demands for a “representative bureaucracy” (Kingsley 1944), which exposed 
the problems of the relationship between public administration and “ethnic groups 
or minorities”, were also responsible for this increase in significance. One example 
was the context of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s.1 In German-language 
sociology, the concept of ethnicity has been gaining in importance since the 1980s, 
thus returning to a certain extent from the American debate, decades after Max 
Weber (1980 [1921], 237) had sharpened the concept to his famous sociological 
definition of an ethnic commonality belief [«ethnischen Gemeinsamkeitsglauben»]. As 
the ethnic community is increasingly discussed in social sciences towards the end of 
the 20th century (Imhof 1997), the nexus of ethnicity and the state in its national (or 

1 In the meantime, many empirical studies have emerged that attribute an essential role to the 
representation of ethnocultural diversity in the provision of administrative services or the filling 
of public positions (see, among others, Sowa and Colman Selden 2003; Calmar Anderson 2017)
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nationalistic) form is also receiving increased scientific attention (cf., for example, 
Heckmann 1991; Eriksen 1993 or Bommes 1994). The connection had also become 
obvious in the course of the enormous political shifts and system changes after 1989 
(Linder 1998; Groenemeyer 2003). In parallel, a discourse diagnosed as growing 
and violent xenophobia (Imhof 1993; see also Hoffmann-Nowotny and Hondrich 
1982) toward immigrants and minorities perceived as belonging to other ethnicities 
or ethnic groups gained more attention in Western Europe while strong migratory 
movements were in progress (Esser 1980; cf. Hall 2018). The sociological mindset 
of those years is documented in relevant publications such as «Das Fremde in der 
Gesellschaft: Migration, Ethnizität und Staat» [The foreign in society: migration, 
ethnicity, and the state] (Wicker et al. 1996) or «Nationalismus, Multikulturalismus 
und Ethnizität» [“Nationalism, Multiculturalism, and Ethnicity”] (Wicker 1998).

Since then, the connection between ethnicity and public administration 
has lost neither its social and political explosiveness nor its academic significance. 
Regarding the now hardly manageable state of international research, this Special 
Issue focuses on current contributions from qualitative empirical social research. 
This offers the opportunity to explicitly adress the construction processes of ethnic 
categories that are covered up in other disciplines – in part, however, also in sociology 
itself – and that in a certain sense double the dominant socio-political perceptions 
and corresponding power structures (Dahinden and Anderson 2021, 33). All the 
contributions collected in the issue develop a special attention to ethnic categoriza-
tion and mobilization processes when questioning the social meaning that is given to 
ethnic aspects and distinctions in the respective administrative context, which is why 
they can be assigned to the Reflexive Turn (cf. chapter 2) to a certain extent. More 
concretely, the question is: How is ethnicity produced in selected areas of public 
administration such as the police, child and youth welfare, disability insurance, or 
the asylum sector and mobilized in dealing with certain persons, groups or social 
phenomena? Or, to put it another way: How do ethnic markings or differentiations 
co-organize the administrative process – sometimes also in relation to their own 
administrative staff or when filling public positions? As the contributions further 
show, ethnic differentiations in the context of an officially and sometimes coercively 
acting state administration can often also go hand in hand with discriminatory 
effects (cf. chapter 3). In this context, public administration shows itself to be an 
extremely diverse ensemble of organizations, discourses, processes, or practices (cf. 
chapter 4). Ethnicization takes place in relation to this heterogeneous administrative 
diversity, whereby administrative actors respectively street-level workers have great 
discretionary powers in direct contact with their counterparts at the street level (cf. 
chapter 5). Of particular interest here is therefore how and when ethnic character-
istics are brought into play and made significant in certain contexts or situations 
and how and when they are also blurred or ignored (cf. chapter 6).
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2 Methodological Self-Criticism and Reflexive Turn

A concise methodological reflection can be found early on in the social sciences, which 
refers to the contemporary diagnostic analyses of the ethnonational-state complex and 
such problematizes the own usage of the terms ethnicity and nation-state (Anderson 
1983; Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002). In “Rethinking Nationalism and Ethnicity” 
Wicker (1997, 1) states right at the beginning of his introduction that there is now 
a broad consensus in the social sciences regarding the theoretical status of ethnic, 
cultural, and national categories: “There is no such thing as an ethnic, cultural, or 
national essence; formations which appear as ethnic groups, as cultures, or as nations 
should no longer be considered as supra-subjective wholes. (…) Instead, they should 
be interpreted as the products of history, therefore as resulting from concrete acts.” 
Based on this shift in perspective, ethnicities or ethnic groups cannot be character-
ized by a stable, identifiable, and delimitable culture (Groenemeyer 2003). Instead, 
they result from an interplay of social practices, cultural knowledge contexts, and 
power relations (Dahinden 2016; Chimienti et al. 2021; on the reflexive turn in 
ethnicity-related research Reuter 2002 or Nieswand and Drotbohm 2014). In his 
sociological analysis, Max Weber (1980 [1921], 237) already started from an ethnic 
commonality [«Gemeinsamkeit»] instead of a natural community [«Gemeinschaft»] to 
define ethnicity – as a sense of kinship that is based on similarities of external habitus 
or customs (Weber’s (1980 [1921], 237) or on differences of a believed common 
culture and associated characteristics, such as language, religion, ways of thinking 
and behaving, regional origin, customs, or traditions (cf. also Rex 1990; Hall 2018). 
Fredrik Barth (1969, 15), in his classic “Ethnic Groups and Boundaries”, also con-
cludes that the “critical focus of investigation is the ethnic boundary that defines the 
group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses”. In addition, Andreas Wimmer (1996) 
denaturalizes the nation-state as a nationalist project that feeds on the formation of 
an imagined national community with territorial reference by a linking of national 
belonging and legal claims, and on the nationalization of bureaucracy. The nation-
state does this to produce state, territory, and culture as possessions of a nation. 
While Wimmer (1996) problematizes the ethnicization of bureaucracy and proposes 
to dissolve the nation-state (not the state), Bukow and Llaryora (1988), with their 
concept of sociogenesis of ethnicity, ask what in a specific place produces differences, 
namely those that activate, actualize, even produce ethnic markings. Together with 
many other social science positions,2 such approaches deconstruct the assumption of 
2 The deconstructive trend toward classical essentializing and totalizing concepts of ethnicity is 

evident in many reformulations of ethnicity in the social sciences, the traces of which can be 
followed up into contemporary sociological reflection, which is now almost impossible to survey: 
Fredrik Barth’s (1969) key work “Ethnic Groups and Boundaries” as well as Lamont and Molnar’s 
(2002) “Study of Boundaries in the Social Sciences” or Wimmer’s (2008) “The Making and Un-
making of Ethnic Boundaries”; Staiano’s (1980) “Ethnicity as Process,” Roosens’s (1989) “Creating 
Ethnicity” on the “Process of Ethnogenesis” or Brubaker’s (2004, 11) concept of a category under 
the aspect of the “relational, processual, dynamic, eventful, and disaggregated”; Dahinden et al. 
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a core of ethnicity as a primordial property of individuals (“the migrants”), groups, 
or nations, to interpret ethnic belonging in particular as a subsequent naturaliza-
tion of inequality structures and power differentials between majority and minority 
groups (Nieswand 2014). The counter-readings and deconstructions of essentialist 
and nationalist conceptions of ethnicity emanating from social anthropological 
(Keesing 1994 or Touraine 1988) and postcolonial (Said 1978; Hall 1994) critique 
led – at least among those researching within the qualitative paradigm – to a specific 
methodological sensitivity in exploring differences and differentiation (cf. Fritzsche 
and Tervooren 2012).3 At the same time, it led to questions of representation and 
power relations in knowledge production (Dittrich and Radtke 1990; Dahinden, 
Fischer et al. 2020). Of course, the awareness of these problems in sociology has 
not resulted in a dissolution of such forms of ethnic categorization. Moreover, a 
sociological discourse on ethnicity potentially still contributes to a problematic 
reification of ethnic categorization (Diehm et al. 2010; Kelle 2016). 

3 Bureaucratic (Re-)Production of Ethnic Differences

The relationship between ethnicity and public administration has a particular social 
and political relevance. The (nation) state plays a crucial role in the discursive or 
statistical production, programmatic arrangement, and institutional entrenchment 
of ethnic categories (Yanow et al. 2016; Dahinden and Anderson 2021). The state’s 
or nation-state’s administrative apparatus creates social realities by producing and 
canonizing social categories (Bourdieu 2014; Piñeiro 2015), for instance, with the 
allocation of different rights for certain citizens, in the management of affiliation, 
the interpretation or weighting of social and political problems, or in the context of 
discriminatory practices (see, for instance, Lavanchy 2013; Nieswand and Drotbohm 
2014; Wagner 2017). In this context, state institutions not only provide benefits 
or services, but also manage access to diverse resources and distribute individual 
opportunities or privileges (Eckert 2020, 10). Certain authorities also have specific 
intervention rights (Mayntz 1985, Hasenfeld 1987 or Tschentscher 2019). Parts 
of the public administration represent the monopoly of the force of the (national) 
state, can intervene widely in citizens’ private sphere, and are in direct and frequent 
contact with customers, citizens, and clients (Fassin 2013; Piñeiro et al. 2021a). 
They often have different settings of coercion with finely graduated intensities of 
control and intervention, which addressees cannot escape without having to accept 
the corresponding consequences or sanctions (Nieswand 2014; Pasche et al. 2018; 

(2020) “Knowledge Production, Reflexivity, and the Use of Categories in Migration Studies”, 
Wallmann’s (1979) Ethnicity at Work, Wieviorka’s (1994) Ethnicity as Action, and so on.

3 Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller (2002), in turn, criticize a methodological nationalism 
still prevalent in the social sciences that take nation-states as given in terms of delimited entities 
(see Anderson 2019, Towards Methodological Denationalism).
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Koch et al. 2019; Piñeiro et al. 2021b). Conscious and unconscious distinctions 
qua ethnicity are of great consequence here, especially in the form of negative clas-
sifications (Neckel and Sutterlüty 2010), which can be accompanied by stigmatizing 
dominance effects (Elrick and Farah Schwartzmann 2015). As these classifications 
as well as the corresponding effects are institutionalized and can mostly be traced 
back to a (pseudo-)scientific, (post-)colonial order of human beings, ethnic-cultural 
differences here prove to be “power relations” that are articulated in the form of 
“hierarchization and subordination structures” (Hall 2018, 177), in other words: 
racist classifications. In numerous international studies, such a function of ethnicity 
is revealed and problematized as it is accompanied by processes of devaluation and 
disadvantage of migrants or so-called ethnic minorities, unless the (re)construction 
process of ethnicity comes into focus (Supik 2014; Duemmler 2015). However, it 
should not be overlooked that potentially negative categorizations can also be ap-
propriated and reinterpreted. In this sense, they can also be used to empower or be 
given particular weight (Wimmer 2008; Duemmler and Dahinden 2016). 

4 State as Context of Ethnicity

The contributions in this special issue focus on public administration as a context 
or as a site of the (re-)production of ethnic categorizations. This brings the state 
apparatus into the focus of attention, understood as a heterogeneous ensemble 
consisting of numerous organizations, procedures and instruments of authority, 
discourses, actors, or practices. A specific and thus also limited area of the state and 
statehood is illuminated, focusing on the institutional-legal dimension of the state 
or state administration (Fassin 2015; Jessop 2016). The contributions, then, focus 
on individual disaggregated organizations, branches, levels, or specialized discourses 
that, taken together, provide an impression of state administration as a dynamic 
and disparate entity in its multi-layered plural reality (cf. Sharma and Gupta 2006). 
Concepts such as that of “state bureaucracy” or “public administration” (Eckert 2020, 
7–8), which are inscribed with the idea of the official (Bourdieu 2014), should not 
obscure the fact that the boundary of the state or state action would prove to be a 
well-founded illusion upon closer inspection, for instance, with Bourdieu (2014). 
Foucault (2000; 2006) had noted that the state had no heart, no innards to which 
the essence or substance of it could be traced. With his concept of governmentality, 
Foucault explores the state starting from different ways of acting and thinking of 
governing as a moveable effect of a system of multiple governmentalities. Numer-
ous analyses show that the boundaries between state and society, between the state 
sector and non-state or private spheres, are fluid, and governmental practices extend 
far beyond the sphere of state action (Gramsci 1991, on this also Rose and Miller 
1992 or Dean 2007). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify a state sphere that pro-
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duces, as a dynamic set of relations, an institutional structure of administration, 
bureaucratic organizations, administrative routines, and an administrative practice 
or official administrative knowledge-structures, actions, discourses, provided with 
an authority that gradually, through a concatenation of delegations refers to the 
state (Bourdieu 2014). Power relations connected to the state are sometimes also 
concentrated in those state institutions that explicitly place themselves at the service 
of the res publica, public affairs, and the common good. They pursue the enforce-
ment and preservation of the public interest through performing duties under the 
rule of law (Fassin 2015). Organizations and procedures of this public administrative 
complex are officialized through state symbols (forms, logos, function designations, 
license plates), and state authority and the public status of mandates and persons are 
marked by a tone of voice, office furnishings, or work settings (Sharma and Gupta 
2006; Piñeiro et al. 2021a).

5 On the Nexus of Ethnicizations and Administrative Execution 

When contextualized in this heterogeneous administrative reality, ethnicity comes 
into focus related to organizational, discursive, or situational contexts of interac-
tion, namely as a result, effect, or foundation of administrative work contexts and 
processes, political frameworks, legal foundations, programmatic tailoring, or dis-
courses on citizenship and affiliation (Wagner 2017; Piñeiro et al. 2019; Ray 2019). 
Consequently, with state structures or labor processes, something other than just a 
labor product is produced as well (Wetterer 2002, 130; Nieswand 2014). Against 
this background, the nexus of ethnicization, work situations, or work processes in 
public institutions seems particularly interesting. Thus, the question regarding the 
crossing of ethnic differentiations with further work- or administration-related dif-
ferentiations and categorizations is equally relevant (Gruhlich and Seeliger 2019). 

In this context, all of those administrative departments and frontline staff 
characterized by pronounced personal contact with the population are of particular 
interest, for it is in such areas that civilians meet the state in action. Research on 
organizations such as schools, courts, social services, youth welfare services, or police 
that operate on the front lines often works with the notion of “Street-Level Bureau-
cracy” coined by Michael Lipsky (2010 [1980]; see, for example, Hupe et al. 2016; 
Borrelli and Bochsler 2020). In everyday direct interaction with counterparts, state 
personnel has relatively high discretionary and decision-making powers (Wagenaar 
2020), which opens up a wide range of possibilities for dealing with ethnicity. For 
example, police officers on patrol have to decide in situ who to stop and control and 
which behaviors to ignore (Epp et al. 2014; Howe 2016). Social workers, in turn, 
filter out those aspects from the complexity of individual human fates so that they 
can deal with them within the framework of their organizational work setting. In 
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doing so, individuals with their specific problems are converted into workable cases 
that the social workers can handle and fit into their repertoire of available solutions 
(Maeder and Nadai 2004; Hasenfeld 2010). 

Individual values, habitus, and “belief systems” (Soni 2000, 406), as well as 
the role perception of the actors involved, can be of utmost importance in the provi-
sion of public services or sovereign state intervention (Schultheis and Vogel 2014; 
Piñeiro et al. 2021b). Consequently, employees of state institutions cannot fully 
be understood as rational executors in Weber’s sense (Weber 1980 [1921]) than as 
being able to perform their tasks differently depending on the addressee and work 
situation. However, the fact that frontline administrators necessarily operate with 
discretionary and decision-making latitude does not mean that interactions do not 
follow organizational rules. Materials, procedures, and processes, some of which are 
highly standardized and act as quasi-objectifying mechanisms, are significant for 
administrative execution. There is an inherent relationship between rule enforcement 
and discretionary power (Ellis 2007; Evans 2013). Street-level workers translate 
applicable rules situationally, thus exploring the options of existing freedoms of 
action and decision-making (Hupe et al. 2016). In this way, the meaning of legal 
framings can be adapted in practice enforcement, as studies on the actions of mi-
gration authorities show (for example Alpes and Spire 2014; Vandevoordt 2018; 
Eule et al. 2019;). Immigration officials use clarification criteria and categorizations 
that are less derived from official legal regulations and more anchored in the offices’ 
subculture (Jubany 2011 and also Lavanchy 2013). 

6 Ethnicity as Sliding and Solidified Difference

The connection between ethnicity and public administration points to the artifi-
cial way in which ethnicity is created (Weber 1980 [1921]) and thus to structures, 
dynamics, processes, and practices of producing, solidifying, or blurring ethnic 
attributions or distinctions. Therefore, ethnicity can be conceptualized as a conse-
quence of production processes or social closure (Wimmer 2008), making the social 
construction and social organization of ethnocultural categories and differences 
sociologically relevant. This brings into view the manifold practices and processes 
of ethnic marking and differentiation that can be situationally activated as well as 
strategically deployed. Ethnic categorizations prove here to be a possible resource of 
distinction or devaluation, which can be used when it seems helpful for the pursuit 
of interests and goals or in terms of understanding and thus being able to work 
through a situation (Scherschel 2006; Piñeiro et al. 2019). However, the question of 
what people and organizations do with such categories becomes central (Brubaker 
2004), and it also underscores the question of which of the various forms ethnicity 
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functions in. Thus, ethnicity proves to be a dynamic practice, and ethnic differences 
are sliding differences. 

Here, the practical administrative ways to categorize ethnicity are of interest, 
specifically how ethnic differences are constructed, enacted, or marked in everyday 
work, and how they are produced as “achievement” (Garfinkel 1984 [1967], 116) 
through practical action or become an execution reality (Bergmann 2000). Ethnicity 
becomes the sociological object here as a category under the aspect of the “relational, 
processual, dynamic, eventful, and disaggregated” (Brubaker 2004, 11). Practices 
and processes of ethnicizing or ethnic differentiation become starting points of the 
analysis. From an ethnomethodological perspective, ethnicity appears as a doing 
(Piñeiro et al. 2021a), as a practical performance or something that happens when 
ethnic categories become relevant to the participants in the course of a particular 
interactional movement (Brubaker 2004), or in the context of professional work 
practices (Lavanchy 2013; Wagner 2016). For Hirschauer (2017), ethnicity can 
be understood as a form of human differentiation that begins with places of birth, 
languages, human bodies, beliefs, or achievements. It can also extend to secondary 
characteristics such as associated objects, symbols, behaviors, activities, or social posi-
tions. Human differentiations are thus based on meaningful contingent distinctions 
that occur in an interplay of representational performances and attributions (Kubisch 
2008; also see Barth 1969) that can also solidify (Piñeiro et  al. 2021a). Ethnic 
categorizations can be mobilized and downplayed in their situational significance, 
they can be dramatized and trivialized, blurred, or ignored (Fassin 2013; Nieswand 
2014). Undoing ethnicity or allowing an indifference toward ethnic categories are 
also conceivable in which the possibility of their irrelevance is given (Hirschauer 
2014). Furthermore, ethnic-cultural affiliations can take place as unreflected everyday 
representations as well as conscious stagings. The results of the empirical contribu-
tions in this anthology are correspondingly multifaceted.

7 Contributions to this special issue

Daniel Schumann analyzes the cooperation between local administrations and 
immigrant associations designated as “bridge builders” in the dispositive of col-
laborative inclusion. The author views these collaborations from a governmentality 
theory perspective, which allows them to be understood as a powerful practice of 
behavioral control. Cooperation with migrant organizations is partly seen as a solu-
tion to ethnicized social problems, and partly they mobilize ethnicity as a resource 
to solve them. In order to make themselves heard with their expertise, the migrant 
organizations have to refer affirmatively to integration policy expectations and their 
ethnicizing premises, which, however, depoliticize and weaken their potential for 
criticism. Migrant organizations deal with this paradox in a highly reflexive way 
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and develop strategies to maneuver the spaces of enablement and limitation opened 
in cooperation settings. Christine Lang’s article addresses the growing demands to 
employ more staff of immigrant origin in local administrations in Berlin. These “dif-
ference conscious” demands occur vis-à-vis a context where traditional accounts of 
bureaucratic “difference blindness” are dominant. Lang’s analysis shows that racialized 
constructions of “unsuitable candidates” stabilized established norms, routines, and 
beliefs – including the myth of meritocracy – and discharged the administration 
from reflecting on the potentially discriminatory effects of its recruitment practices: 
paradoxically, policies aiming to foster the inclusion of ethnic minorities can foster 
the production of racialized constructions of their (presumed) unsuitability. At the 
same time, racialized representations of “(un)suitable candidates” are not stable and 
thus not only reproduce discriminatory structures, but may also be element and 
manifestation of, at least partial organizational “openings”. 

Nathalie Pasche reconstructs police-specific talk about diversity on the basis 
of biographical narrative interviews in two Swiss police corps. A large part of the 
police officers smooths out differences regarding sexual orientation, gender, migra-
tion, or professional background by de-thematizing, neutralizing, or externalizing 
differences. In her analysis of the narrated occupational biographies Pasche shows 
that the actors try to smooth down differences (“smooth out diversity”) by refer-
ring to the organizational narrative of the “police as a family”. The interviewees 
highlight their common work experience and their attachment to the organization. 
This strategy makes it possible to become an integral, non-questioned part of the 
police but also tends to reproduce the hegemonic “cop culture”. Faten Khazaei’s 
ethnographic study looks at how police officers assess risk and intervene differently 
in cases of “domestic violence” based on their perception of “ethno-racial affiliation” 
of the people concerned. By examining the “Sri Lankan case”, a narrative present 
in the investigated police unit that assumes members of this “ethno-racial group” 
are more likely to commit serious acts of violence, she shows how officers construct 
relatively similar cases as different and how this, in turn, justifies different treatment. 
Khazaei identifies three interrelated explanatory factors that influence these practices 
of police officers: firstly generalized ideas about the racialization of violence against 
women in Switzerland; secondly the professional logic of the police in categorizing 
the individuals involved, and thirdly the specific memory of this police corps in 
French-speaking Switzerland, shaped by two emblematic cases of domestic violence 
involving two families of Sri Lankan nationality. 

Zoë Clark, Fabian Fritz, Caroline Inhoffen and Jonas Kohl schmidt demonstrate 
that racial profiling in so-called “danger zones”, which enable control without sus-
picion, represents a formalism of social space that manifests itself through ritualistic 
everyday repetitions. According to the authors the formal character of criminogeni-
cally classified dangerous places is further transferred from police to child and youth 
welfare organizations via informal practices. In this way, young people are taught 
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techniques to legitimize themselves and their presence in “dangerous places”, to create 
a form of self-normalization or they are adviced to just stay away from these places. 
Paradoxically, precisely in an attempt to reduce the vulnerability of young people and 
protect them against discriminatory police practices, child and youth welfare itself 
becomes part of a national border regime and is also a component of the policing 
of urban spaces. Sélim Clerc’s contribution focusses on practices and representations 
mobilized by street-level workers in state-funded associations managing North Af-
rican unaccompanied minor migrants (UAMs) in Geneva. The author investigates 
the everyday assessment and production of deservingness and shows the importance 
of doubt and of perceived vulnerability in the informal evaluation process. Thereby 
social constructions of childhood, race, and gender influence street-level workers’ 
perceptions and thus also “hierarchies of vulnerability”. When unaccompanied 
refugee minors are perceived as young women or “kids”, they are seen as innocent 
and vulnerable victims. For male adolescents, on the other hand, vulnerability col-
lides with representations of dangerous young migrants. They become humanitarian 
hardship cases that are almost impossible to conceptualize, as these racialized and 
gendered images impede their recognition as innocent and vulnerable. Jean-Pierre 
Tabin and Leslie Ader show how people who apply for disability insurance can be 
subjected to various kinds of categories that ultimately allow them to be excluded. 
First, processes of hierarchization and devaluation of those whose abilities do not 
conform to the norm play a role. Next, the authors show how (in)ability intersects 
with territorial differences of belonging that justify unequal treatment of natives 
and people of foreign nationality. The analyses illustrate how public and political 
discourses are taken up, used, and transformed by (state) organizations and actors, 
and how the respective constructions of ethnicities are thereby stabilized or dynam-
ized. The study of Swiss disability law also shows that people of foreign nationality 
who fall under the “handicapology” are subject to three types of temporality that 
allow for their exclusion. It becomes apparent that differences based on origin, in 
particular, can be used for racial discrimination in access to social benefits.

The contributions show that state actors can draw on ethnic differences as 
a fait social, sometimes in legally codified form. Alongside other forms of human 
differentiation, with which ethnicity partly intersects, they thus become part of ad-
ministrative action. Unequal assessments and behaviors can thus appear justified or 
even seem rather necessary. Social power relations, which are also established through 
ethnicity, are thus reproduced and stabilized. At the same time, ethnic distinctions are 
increasingly problematized in public-political debates. However, attempts to foster 
the inclusion of “ethnic minorities” in public administration and state institutions 
can thereby, paradoxically, foster the production of ethnicizing constructions of their 
(presumed) otherness. This in turn leads, at least in some institutional contexts, to 
the need for members of “minorities” to downplay experiences of difference. At the 
same time, institutional “opening processes” unfold a dynamic that can partially 
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undermine and shift power relations, which can hardly be captured by statistical 
measurement. The qualitative, empirical studies presented here succeed in making 
the social construction of ethnic human attributions and groups a topic instead of 
treating it as a given fact. Up to the present, such analyses, although they have strong 
models in sociological thought, appear rather marginal overall. Such approaches 
are necessary, however, if sociology is not to participate in the reflection-needy 
and problematic consolidation of ethnic categorizations. After all, we see our task 
precisely in illuminating and scientifically deconstructing social orders.
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