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Social stratification is without doubt one of the most central dimensions of sociologi-
cal research, in Switzerland as well as elsewhere, even in studies that focus on other 
topics than inequalities. In a period of particularly fundamental probing of the very 
relevance of this area’s basic concepts and results, it seems worthwile to step back 
and see what has been done so far in Swiss stratification research. It will not be pos-
sible in this short introduction to develop a full-blown analysis allowing for a well-
founded appreciation of the state of the art in Swiss sociology, but it may be useful to 
mention the main areas and studies that should be taken into account if such an ap-
preciation were to be achieved. 

While there do not exist many pieces of straightforward research directly focused on 
the system of social inequalities or stratification and its corollaries in Switzerland (but 
see Boltanski, 1966; Levy et al., 1997; Lamprecht & Stamm, 2000; Stamm et al., 2002), 
several specific aspects of this system have been repeatedly examined. These specific 
studies can be divided into four broad groups. 

A first group deals with the distributional inequalities of various types of social goods 
or dimensions of inequality: income (Buhmann, 1988; Suter & Meyer-Fehr, 1989; 
Buchmann & Sacchi, 1995; Leu et al., 1997), education (Lamprecht & Stamm, 1996; 
Tillmann, 1997; Buchmann et al,. 1999; Leemann, 2002), specific kinds of properties 
like houses or appartments, occupational positions (Joye & Schuler, 1995), health (Weiss, 
1993; Maeder et al., 1999; Gubéran & Ussel, 2000), leisure activities (Lalive d’Epinay et 
al., 1982; Lamprecht & Stamm, 1994), political power (at least in the form of communi-
ty studies like those of Bassand & Fragnière, 1976, 1978) or practical life situations 
(Murmann et al., 1988). Most of these studies concern, quite classically, individuals, 
but some of them also focus on subnational units such as cantons (Hoby & Schindler, 
1972; Kerr, 1974; Hoby, 1975; Bieri et al., 1977; Nef, 1980; Joye, 1987; Bauer & Spycher, 
1994) or regions (Bassand, 1980; Meier-Dallach et al., 1982; Bühler, 1996, 2001). Anoth-
er aspect, traditionally not seen as closely related to stratification, but very important 
for its institutionalisation through the organisation of occupational work, are the dif-
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ferent forms of labour market segmentation, especially its gender segregation (Charles, 
1987, 1995, 1998, 2000; Charles & Buchmann, 1994; Flückiger et al., 1995; Heintz et al., 
1997; Buchmann et al., 2002). 

A second group of studies focuses on specific social groups with specific locations in the 
stratification system. On the one hand there are several studies on privileged groups 
(elites) (Höpflinger, 1980; Kriesi, 1980; Rusterholz, 1985; Urio et al., 1989; Masnata & 
Rubattel, 1991; Nollert, 1998; Rothböck et al., 1999; Mäder & Streuli, 2002). On the 
other hand particularly poorly equipped groups have been analysed, be it for specific 
reasons like poor education (Eckmann, 1994), or for generalised discrimination like 
immigrants and their children (Hofmann-Nowotny, 1973, 2001; Farago et al., 1996; 
Bolzman, 1996; Wicker et al., 1996; Moser et al., 2001), poor people in general, includ-
ing working poor (Glardon, 1984; Enderle, 1987; Marazzi, 1986; Buhmann, 1988; Hai-
nard et al., 1990; Joliat, 1991; Mäder et al., 1991; Perruchoud-Massy, 1991; Farago & 
Füglistaler, 1992; Füglistaler & Hohl, 1992; Höpflinger & Hafner, 1996; Leu et al., 
1997; Liechti & Knöpfel, 1998; Ulrich & Binder, 1998; Walter, 1999; Streuli & Bauer 
2001), women, including lone parenting (Held & Levy, 1974; Borkowsky & Streckei-
sen, 1989; Suter et al., 1996; Nadai & Ballmer-Cao, 1998; Heintz & Nadai, 1998; 
Bühler, 2001), old age (Schweizer, 1980; Gilliand, 1983; Lüthi, 1983; Lalive d’Epinay et 
al., 1983, 2000), welfare recipients (Biderbost, 1983; Höpflinger & Wyss, 1994; Salzgeber 
& Suter, 1997; Rüst, 1995, 1996, 1998, 2000; Fluder & Stremlow, 1999), unemployed 
(Aeppli et al., 1996, 1998) and marginalized groups like drug depended persons 
(Fahrenkrug et al., 1995) or AIDS victims (Godenzi et al., 2001).  

A third important topic of stratification research deals with social mobility. These stud-
ies refer to the national level (Buchmann et al., 1996; Levy et al. 1997), to specific can-
tons (Girod, 1977) or to specific dimensions of inequality (e.g. Tilmann, 1997, for edu-
cational mobility). No attempt has yet been made to come to an encompassing as-
sessment of the Swiss mobility regime, although a first international comparison can 
be found in Levy et al. (1997). 

A fourth group of studies is concerned with the social perception, practical experience 
and evaluation (legitimacy) of social inequalities (Meier & Rosenmund, 1982; Lorenzi-
Cioldi & Joye, 1988; Zwicky, 1989; Zwicky & Hischier, 1992; Karrer, 1998; Stamm et 
al., forthcoming), an area where sociology neighbours social psychology in an espe-
cially close connection. 
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While most Swiss studies on inequalities and social mobility adhere to the dominant 
paradigm of status attainment (see Bornschier, 1991, for some remarks on its main-
stream status) with its rather individualistic orientation, some studies focus the struc-
ture of the stratification system as such (Buchmann, 1991; Ruschetti & Stamm, 1991; 
Levy et al., 1997; Lamprecht & Stamm, 2000). Quite coherently, various authors find 
evidence for the so-called « elevator effect » concerning the evolution of educational 
inequalities (i.e., generalised intergenerational upwards movement combined with 
continuing inequalities, distributional as well as concerning mobility chances – cf. 
Lamprecht & Stamm, 1996; Levy et al., 1997, and others), increasing inequalities of 
income and fortune (Lamprecht & Graf, 1991; Buchmann & Sacchi, 1995; Levy et al., 
1997) during the second half of the 20th century, whereas the considerable changes of 
the country’s economic structure (Levy, 1999) do not seem to have profoundly al-
tered the hierarchical distribution of occupational positions (Levy et al., 1997), probably 
due to the partially simultaneous increase of tertiarisation and rationalisation. Never-
theless, there are hints at a tendency towards a decreasing importance of the middle 
classes, at least in income terms, from the late seventies until the end of the 20th cen-
tury. Concerning the relationships between various dimensions of inequality, the 
dominant hypothesis is that of relatively far-going and still progressing decrystallisa-
tion (Beck, 1983, several authors in Berger & Hradil, 1990, Berger & Vester, 1998, and 
many others), undergirding the thesis of far-reaching individualisation in contempo-
rary societies. Insofar as temporal comparisons are possible,1 Swiss results lead glob-
ally to the conclusion that there is no coherent tendency, i.e., that in the second half 
of the 20th century the existing middle degree of crystallisation seems to be rather con-
stant, contrary to the cited hypothesis. 

Several authors have noticed the contradiction between the generalised and increas-
ing perception of the existing inequalities and their decreasing acceptance or legitimacy 
(Hischier & Zwicky, 1992; Buchmann & Sacchi, 1995; Levy et al., 1997). The most 
probing investigation so far of the perception of social inequalities, of their legitima-
cy and of possible ways of controlling them has been realised by Stamm et al. (forth-
coming) who show that while there is, e.g., considerable readiness to increase the 
progressive character of taxation, the accepted  degrees of possible progressiveness 
remain below what they already are – a somewhat bewildering result that may testi-
fy widespread disinformation, but also to an equally widespread loss of credibility of 

                                                
1 The « window of observation » at hand is not very long (relatively comparative data exist since 1975; Levy et 
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traditional criticisms, political strategies and actors (especially left-wing parties and 
labour unions) having taken positions against the distributional reality.2 These sur-
prising results would amply justify a much more detailed investigation into popular 
political perceptions than what has yet been undertaken in Switzerland. There may 
be some cultural constants as already interpreted by Boltanski (1966) for the early 
sixties and partially confirmed by Karrer (1998), but we know clearly too little about 
the mental landscapes in matters of social inequality. 

Some Swiss sociologists have participated in the debate about the relevance of stratifi-
cation in post-industrial society as spurred mainly by European writers since the begin-
ning of the eighties (Gorz, 1980; Beck, 1983; Matthes, 1983; Offe, 1984; Clark & Lipset, 
1991, 1993; Gross, 1994), with an « alternative » frequently seen in life-styles and cul-
tural preferences (Juan, 1991; Müller, 1992; Vester, 1993; Spellerberg, 1996). Most of 
them have taken a rather reserved stance towards relativist or even culturalist argu-
ments (the whole volume edited by Bornschier, 1991 testifies to this posture, see also 
Levy et al., 1997 who already attempted to partially integrate cultural preferences 
and aspects of life-styles into their analysis without renouncing to a more or less clas-
sical view of multidimensional stratification), showing the enduring persistence of 
inequalities and of their empirical relevance. Others have tried to integrate cultural 
aspects more systematically (Stamm & Lamprecht, 1996; Stamm et al., forthcoming). 
Even the most « subjectivist » study of the significance of living in modest and inter-
mediate social positions (Karrer 1998) shows rather dramatically the permanence of 
social inequalities’ structuring potential on peoples’ every-day life and perspectives, 
and its author expresses no doubt about the reality of social stratification. 

Although a detailed evaluation of the state of the art of stratification and inequality 
research is beyond the scope of this introduction, we would like to conclude by 
pointing to some general shortcomings. As has been documented above, there is a 
vast and rapidly growing literature on specific aspects of inequalities. There are, how-
ever, only scant attempts at describing the Swiss social structure in a comprehensive 
and integrative way as it has been done for other countries (see, e.g., Schäfers, 1981; 

                                                                                                                                                   
al. 1997, 98). 
2 Some non-published results of the 1991 stratification study (Levy et al., 1997) indicate that class consciousness 
as operationalised by Wright (1988 and other publications) still exists in Switzerland in the sense that the subjec-
tive positioning on a scale of interest conflict between workers and employers sensibly correlates with one’s own 
occupational position, but that there are little participational correlates of these attitudes, and what can be identi-
fied does not point to institutional political actors : the stronger the respondents’ pro-worker attitude, the more 
often they sympathise with protest movements, but barely with labour unions or left parties. 
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or Geissler, 1996 for Germany, in a somewhat different vein Forsé et al., 1993 for 
France). There exist some attempts at encompassing presentations, but they remain 
largely documentary (Blancpain, et al. 1978; BFS, 1981; Suter, 2001), are not aimed at 
a scientific audience (Levy, 1998) or have the character of a manual (Oetterli & 
Zeugin, 1985). 

A second shortcoming concerns the still existing blind spots within stratification and 
inequality research. On the one hand there are specific aspects and dimensions of 
social inequality that have not been addressed until now. This applies, for instance, 
to consumption patterns and structures as well as to wealth and fortune. On the oth-
er hand there are certain social groups largely ignored by stratification and inequali-
ty research - let us mention particularly two groups: people with a handicap and 
children and youth.  

A third shortcoming is that the Swiss stratification and inequality research has failed 
to adequately take into account important areas and dimensions connected with 
stratification and social inequality. In particular, two dimensions are rarely treated: 
First, the meso-level of analysis or meso-structural phenomena and their relevance 
for individual status attainment and stratification analysis, and, second, implications 
of political interventions, e.g. the redistributive role of taxes, direct and indirect state 
transfers (but see Suter & Mathey, 2000/2002). 

A fourth shortcoming is connected with the rather poor treatment of temporal and 
spatial aspects. Although social mobility analysis is an important focus of stratifica-
tion research, there have been only few attempts at consequently employing a dy-
namic research design (e.g. panel analysis, repeated cross-section analysis, life course 
analysis). Concerning the spatial dimension there is a lack of comparative studies at 
the national level (e.g. differences and similarities regarding specific aspects or social 
groups between Switzerland and other European or Western countries; but see for 
example Bornschier, 1986; Budowski et al., 1999; Heintz, 2001 or Charles, 2002) but 
also at the sub-national (e.g. regions, cities)3 and at the supra-national level (e.g. ine-
quality effects of globalisation processes).  

A fifth shortcoming, and not the least, concerns the systematic integration of the 
gender perspective into stratification and mobility analyses. While it cannot be said 

                                                
3 See, however, the various studies on inequalities between cantons we have mentioned earlier. 
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that this perspective has remained absent from Swiss research in our area, the gender 
sensibility of much research is still in need of development in order to overcome the 
base-line of simply adding the sex  variable into the analysis. 

Most of the contributions in the present volume have been presented at the panel on 
Social stratification and inequality of the Geneva congress of the Swiss Sociological 
Association in September 2001. In this volume the contributions are arranged by lev-
el of analysis, starting with the more generally oriented theoretical, comparative and 
macro-sociological studies and concluding with the more specific analyses focussing 
on specific social groups.  

All contributions refer, although to different degrees, to the shortcomings and blind 
spots discussed above. The contribution of René Levy deals with the meso-structural 
level of the social order (cf. third shortcoming). Christian Suter and Denise Paris pre-
sent a comparative analysis employing the relative deprivation perspective which is 
based on consumption patterns (cf. second and fourth shortcoming). Yves Flückiger, 
José Ramirez, Joseph Deutsch and Jacques Silber examine effects of economic globalisa-
tion on inequality (cf. fourth shortcoming). Max Bergman, Dominique Joye and Beat Fux 
address changes in the social mobility and inequality patterns during the critical dec-
ade of the 1990s (cf. fourth shortcoming). Monica Budowski, Robin Tillmann and Max 
Bergman are employing an gender perspective on social stratification and poverty 
(fifth shortcoming). Monica Budowski and Christian Suter deal with the dynamic as-
pects of poverty in the case of single mothers (fourth shortcoming). Finally, Ueli 
Mäder and Elsa Streuli investigate on the inequality aspects of fortune and wealth (se-
cond shortcoming). While these contributions, of course, shall not be able to remedy 
all of the shortcomings mentioned above, they shall hopefully contribute to a deeper 
understanding of the Swiss social structure and their stratification and inequality 
mechanisms. 
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