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Abstract 

In Switzerland, the public display of discrimination on the basis of a person’s religious affiliation has 
been prohibited by the Criminal Code since 1994. Yet, three out of ten Muslims report having 
experienced discrimination in the previous year, a proportion close to that of other European 
countries. This gap between a creed of equality and the widespread experience of discrimination on 
the part of a minority group is a challenge for Western Europe, marked as it is by growing religious 
and ethnic diversity. This PhD thesis is a sociological inquiry into the extent and nature of 
discrimination against Muslims on a national scale, and will answer the following questions: Are 
Muslims disadvantaged on the labour market in Switzerland, and, if so, can this be attributed to ethno-
religious discrimination? To what extent do Muslims perceive discrimination? What kind of 
discrimination do Muslim women who wear the hijab face, and why? Finally, once they have perceived 
discrimination, to what extent do Muslims report it compared to another religious minority, and what 
might explain any possible differences between the two minority groups? Mobilizing different 
theoretical frameworks (mainly the theories of attribution, human capital, intersectionality, and 
choice-environment), and drawing on various datasets (population surveys and censuses, a corpus of 
qualitative interviews, records of self-reports, legal records), our study has produced results that may 
be useful both academically and in practical terms. These results not only contribute to the existing 
literature on discrimination, but can also inform policies that aim to reduce anti-Muslim discrimination 
in Switzerland in particular, and to address discrimination against ethno-religious minorities in 
general. 

 

Résumé 

En Suisse, toute discrimination publique sur la base de l’appartenance religieuse est formellement 
interdite par le code pénal depuis 1994. Pourtant, trois musulman·e·s sur dix estiment avoir été 
victime de discrimination durant l’année écoulée, une proportion similaire à celle d’autres pays 
européens. Cet écart entre un principe d'égalité et une expérience répandue de la discrimination de 
la part d'un groupe minoritaire est un défi pour l'Europe occidentale, marquée comme elle l'est par 
une diversité religieuse et ethnique croissante. Cette thèse de doctorat est une enquête sociologique 
sur l'étendue et la nature de la discrimination à l'encontre des musulman·e·s à l'échelle nationale, et 
répond aux questions suivantes : Les personnes musulmanes sont-elles désavantagées sur le marché 
du travail en Suisse et, si tel est le cas, ce désavantage peut-il être attribué à une discrimination ethno-
religieuse ? Dans quelle mesure les musulman·e·s perçoivent-ils/elles la discrimination ? Quel type de 
discrimination les femmes musulmanes qui portent le hijab subissent-elles, et pourquoi ? Enfin, 
lorsque la discrimination est perçue, dans quelle mesure les personnes musulmanes la signalent-elles 
par rapport à une autre minorité religieuse, et comment expliquer d'éventuelles différences entre les 
deux groupes minoritaires ? Mobilisant différents cadres théoriques (principalement les théories de 
l'attribution, du capital humain, de l'intersectionnalité et du choice-environment) et s'appuyant sur 
divers jeux de données (enquêtes et recensements de population, corpus d'entretiens qualitatifs, 
recueil de cas auto-déclarés, recueil de cas juridiques), nos études fournissent des résultats qui 
peuvent être utiles tant sur le plan académique que sur le plan pratique. Nos résultats contribuent 
non seulement à la littérature existante sur la discrimination, mais ils peuvent également informer les 
politiques de lutte contre la discrimination, envers les musulman·e·s ou plus généralement envers les 
minorités ethno-religieuses. 
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1 Introduction 

any person who publicly denigrates or discriminates against 

another or a group of persons on the grounds of their race, 

ethnic origin, religion or sexual orientation in a manner that 

violates human dignity, whether verbally, in writing or 

pictorially, by using gestures, through acts of aggression or by 

other means […] shall be liable to a custodial sentence not 

exceeding three years or to a monetary penalty  

(art. 261bis Swiss Criminal Code).1  

On 27 April 2015, Ms. M is walking down the street in Sion, the city where she lives with her 

two children, when she hears a woman yell at her: “Dirty Arab, you are in Europe here, you 

must remove your veil. If you want to dress like that, go back to Saudi Arabia”. A Swedish 

woman of Montenegrin origin, Ms. M tries to deal calmly with the aggression, which goes on 

for ten minutes before a passer-by comes to help.2 In 2019, Mr. P is called “Taliban” by the 

head chef of the restaurant where he works, an expression that the entire kitchen team then 

takes up. And a team leader of a transport company calls his employees who practise 

Ramadan a “threat”.3 In 2018, the website of an organization in Bern that promotes interfaith 

dialogue features the comment: “The only good Muslim is a dead Muslim”.4 

A recent population survey reveals that three out of ten Muslims had felt discriminated 

against in the previous year. Anti-Muslim incidents are reported each year to centres that 

support victims of racism, a growing number of Muslim victims are taking the perpetrators of 

discrimination to court,5 and a significant proportion of the population expresses negative 

 
1 Art. 261bis of the Swiss Criminal Code is available at: 
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/54/757_781_799/en#art_261_bis (accessed 9 March 2022). 
2 Favre, C. (2 May 2015). “Avant, je me sentais forte”, Le Matin. Our translation from French : “Sale Arabe, tu 
es en Europe ici, tu dois enlever ton voile. Si tu veux t’habiller comme ça, retourne en Arabie Saoudite!”. 
3 Testimonials from the 2019 report published by the Réseau de centres de conseil: https://network-
racism.ch/cms/upload/200421_Rassismusbericht_19_F.pdf (accessed 29 March 2022). 
4 Lawsuit publicly available at: https://www.ekr.admin.ch/prestations/f524/2018-
023N.html?db=N&keyword2=23&p=1 (accessed 29 March 2022). Our translation from German : “nur ein toter 
Muslem ist ein guter Muslem”. 
5 A database of court proceedings within the framework of art. 261bis is available at: 
www.ekr.admin.ch/prestations/f518  (accessed 24 March 2022). 



 2 

views on Muslims.6 Switzerland is no exception when it comes to this widespread experience 

of discrimination among Muslims: 25% of Muslims living in the European Union report having 

faced discrimination during the last 12 months, and 39% during the last five years, and this 

five times a year on average. Unfavourable views on this minority have decreased during the 

last decade in Western Europe, but remain high, since between 18% and 77% of the 

population express unfavourable views on Muslims depending on the country, with an 

average of 44%.7 

Yet, in Switzerland, discrimination on the grounds of religious affiliation has been prohibited 

under article 261bis of the Criminal Code (CP) since 1994. This, in Merton’s words (1948, p. 

192)8, constitutes a general creed enacted in law. Hence, this is a case in point where there is 

a discrepancy between a general creed of equal treatment to which most of the population 

adhere, and patterns of behaviour, described by Merton (1948) before the Civil Rights 

movement  and recently revisited by contemporary scholars (Quillian, 2006). To understand 

discrimination against Muslims in countries under the rule of law represents an important 

challenge in a context of growing religious diversity in Europe in general, and in Switzerland 

in particular (Baumann & Stolz, 2009, p. 182). 

Until now, hostility towards Muslims in Switzerland has been analyzed almost exclusively 

through the lens of the attitudes and representations of the majority population.9 However, 

discrimination can be studied not only from the majority perspective (prejudice), but also 

from two other points of view:10 the minority perspective (perceived discrimination and how 

people respond to discrimination), and the objective perspective (from the “outside”), which 

can be done by measuring and comparing outcomes for minority and majority groups (Pager 

& Shepherd, 2008). Only one study has dealt with perceived discrimination among non-Swiss 

 
6 For surveys in Switzerland, see: (Federal Statistical Office, 2019, 2020; humanrights.ch & Federal Commission 
against Racism, 2020). 
7 For surveys in Europe, see: (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017b; Pew Research Center, 
2019, p. 80). 
8 The bibliographical references for the introduction and conclusion are all gathered at the end of the thesis 
(section 7. References), otherwise in articles. 
9 For research on population attitudes and media representations in Switzerland, see, for example: (Ettinger & 
Imhof, 2011; Fasel, Green, & Sarrasin, 2013; Helbling, 2008a; Lindemann & Stolz, 2014; Sarrasin & Green, 
2015; Stolz, 2005). 
10 This three-fold typology of perspectives (majority, minority, and objective) was inspired by the work of Pager 
and Shepherd (2008).  
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Muslims, and this in a descriptive, bivariate way (Gianni, Giugni, & Michel, 2015), while only 

two experimental studies have measured actual discrimination (Aidenberger & Doehne, 

2021; Berger & Berger, 2019). In other words, there has been little research so far on how 

Muslims in Switzerland experience and respond to discrimination. 

In other Western contexts,11 social scientists have recently investigated the perception of 

discrimination and the objective effects of discrimination on life chances for Muslims. 

Research casting perceived discrimination as an independent variable has mainly shown that 

it negatively impacts well-being and integration,12 while research investigating perceived 

discrimination as a dependent variable points to variation between Muslim groups, be it in 

terms of generation (Yazdiha, 2019), or of ethnicity (Zainiddinov, 2016), but comparisons with 

majority groups have not been undertaken yet. As for outcomes for Muslims in different life 

domains such as the labour market and courtesy situations, research consistently points to 

disadvantages for Muslims.13 One aspect that has been quite poorly investigated, however, is 

how Muslims respond to discrimination, and the reasons for why they respond in the ways 

that they do. 

In short, there is a lack of inferential analysis of objective and perceived discrimination against 

Muslims in Switzerland, and of studies on their responses to discrimination in the literature 

in general. This thesis fills this gap, providing as it does results that can to some extent be 

generalized beyond the Swiss case, and that contribute both to the literature on inter-group 

relations and to anti-discrimination policies. 

This thesis aims to provide empirical evidence of discrimination against Muslims on a national 

scale, and to understand its extent and nature. Several difficulties arise when it comes to 

investigating discrimination, and especially so because “it is an often illegal and hidden 

practice” (Quillian, 2006). One way of doing so, though, is to study discrimination from 

different perspectives and to draw on different kinds of data. Thus, we have used survey data 

 
11 In this thesis, “the West” must be understood in Voas and Fleischman’s sense: namely, it refers to the 
countries of Western Europe, North America, and Australia/New-Zealand (Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). 
12 For research on perceived discrimination as an independent variable among Muslims, see, for example: 
(Dana, Lajevardi, Oskooii, & Walker, 2019; Jasperse, Ward, & Jose, 2012; Saleem, Dubow, Lee, & Huesmann, 
2018). 
13 For research on life-chance outcomes among Muslims in Europe, see: (Adida, Laitin, & Valfort, 2010; Ahmed, 
2010; Connor & Koenig, 2015; Di Stasio, Lancee, Veit, & Yemane, 2021; Helly, 2004; Valfort, 2018; 
Weichselbaumer, 2020; Widner & Chicoine, 2011). 
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to investigate the subjective perception of discrimination; survey data again, to explore the 

outcomes in a life domain relative to other groups; and interviews with field experts, to study 

the gender aspect of discrimination. In addition, we have triangulated the interviews with 

field experts and databases on people’s reporting of discrimination and on any legal action 

that they take in order to investigate individual responses to discrimination and their 

aggregated effects.  

The key question of this thesis is: To what extent do Muslims experience and report 

discrimination in Switzerland? Within this overall question, there are four much more specific 

questions that we investigate: 

a) How large is the Muslim employment gap in Switzerland, and to what extent can it be 

attributed to human capital, migratory factors, religiosity, and a hostile societal 

context?  

b) How widespread is perceived discrimination among Muslims compared to other 

groups in Switzerland, and what are the life domains and attributes associated with 

such discrimination? What important correlates does perceived discrimination among 

Muslims have compared to other religious groups? More specifically, to what extent 

is perceived discrimination correlated with socio-structural disadvantages and 

religious/ethnic in-group identification? 

c) How do governmental and non-governmental experts describe and explain the 

discrimination experienced by hijabis (women who wear a headscarf) in Switzerland, 

and how do these experts differ in terms of their knowledge of such discrimination? 

d) What is the extent of perceived discrimination among Muslims and Jews, and how 

likely are they to report discriminatory incidents and take the matter to court? What 

cultural, structural, and organizational reasons might there be to explain possible 

differences between Muslims and Jews when it comes to reporting discriminatory 

incidents and initiating court proceedings? 

This thesis answers these questions in four peer-reviewed articles, three of which have been 

co-authored by the director of the thesis. Before presenting the four articles, we will first 

develop the introduction along four lines: theory, state of the art, context, and methods. The 

aim of this introduction is to set the scene for the research: What are the most important 
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concepts used in the research, and from what traditions in the social sciences are they 

derived? What do we already know from the existing literature on discrimination against 

Muslims in the West? What methodological strategies does the research choose, and why? 

First, we will sketch the overarching theoretical framework with regard to discrimination by 

defining important concepts (1.1). In a second step, we will review the results of the most 

important empirical studies on perceived discrimination, objective discrimination, and the 

reporting of discrimination among Muslims in the West (1.2). Then, we will present the socio-

historical and legal specificities of the Swiss case, along with the current knowledge on 

discrimination against Muslims in the country (1.3). In the next section, we will highlight our 

methodological choices and strategies briefly, since we discuss them at greater length in the 

articles themselves (1.4). Finally, we will synthesize our main findings and indicate how they 

can contribute to the existing literature (1.5). The four articles will follow in the chronological 

order and the original journal format in which they were published (2 to 5).14 Each chapter 

corresponds to an article and can be read independently. We will conclude by discussing the 

main results in terms of generalizations, limitations, and contributions to the field relative to 

previous research presented upstream, and their implications for anti-discrimination policies 

(6). 

1.1 Theory: On discrimination, racism, and Islamophobia 

No language can hope to capture the complexity of the world 

because the world is infinitely complex. […] To deprive the 

social science community of certain words, or of certain uses 

of commonly understood words, is bound to create 

confusion, and also to limit the usefulness of social science as 

a way of apprehending the world. It is to tie our hands behind 

our backs prior to heavy lifting (Gerring, 2012, p. 67). 

“Discrimination”, “prejudice”, “racism”, “stigmatization”, “stereotypes” – these terms are 

often used interchangeably in everyday language. Yet, in the social sciences, they are 

 
14 Permissions have been gained from each journal and the original paginations are respected. 
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concepts with specific meanings and definitions. Drawing on seminal works in the field of 

inter-group relations, we will define the central concepts here that are used in the study of 

discrimination, before then discussing the relevance of speaking of “Islamophobia” and 

“racism” when it comes to examining discrimination against Muslims in particular. 

Definitions of central concepts: prejudice, stigmatization, and discrimination 

Definitions of discrimination can either be very broad (all inequality is a consequence of 

discrimination), or very narrow (discrimination only includes behaviour that intentionally 

restricts a group’s access to equal chances) (Pettigrew & Taylor, 2015, p. 542). Definitions can 

also consider micro- to macro-level dynamics, namely from individual actions against other 

individuals to structural factors, along with direct to indirect forms (Pettigrew, 2015). One 

common denominator is the existence of differential treatment and the presupposition of 

targeted groups (Quillian, 2006). This also assumes the social and context-dependent 

construction of group boundaries (Wimmer, 2013), made through social categorization and 

sometimes resulting in inter-group conflicts, more precisely between in-groups and out-

groups (Allport, 1954; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986).  

This thesis adopts an intermediate and quite common working definition, close to that used 

by national and international agencies (National Research Council, 2004; United Nations - 

Commission on Human Rights, 1949): Discrimination can be defined as any form of 

differential treatment,15 by individuals or institutions, on the basis of real or supposed 

group membership, that disadvantages members of the targeted group. This definition 

applies to what sociologists call “direct discrimination”, but does not entail “indirect 

discrimination”, where race-blind rules or procedures applied equally to everyone still 

disadvantage certain groups (Fibbi, Midtbøen, & Simon, 2021). An example of indirect 

discrimination is when an employer requires a candidate for a job to provide a certificate of 

qualification that only the host country issues, thereby making the job opportunity 

 
15 Authors make a distinction between differential treatment (intentional or direct discrimination) and 
disparate impact (structural or indirect discrimination) (National Research Council, 2004, p. 39; Pager & 
Shepherd, 2008, p. 182). Disparate impact is the consequence of equal procedures or factors not related to 
group membership criteria that still produces disadvantages for a particular group. We do not include this 
component in my definition but will raise this question in the chapters. Rather, we adhere to the conventional 
definition introduced by Allport (1954) and since followed by numerous authors, which sees discrimination in 
terms of actions or behaviour. 
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unavailable to first-generation migrants who completed their education in their country of 

origin.  

When speaking of “racial discrimination”, researchers originally defined group membership 

in terms of “race”, mainly in the historical context of the United States, but this has now been 

broadened to include ethnic and religious affiliations, too (Carr, 2016, p. 38). For this reason, 

discrimination against Muslims is often apprehended in terms of racial discrimination. This 

point will be developed in the following sub-section Discrimination against Muslims: racism 

and Islamophobia, especially through the lens of racialization processes. 

Many authors highlight the “importance of modelling discrimination as process rather than 

as a single-point outcome” (Pager & Shepherd, 2008, p. 188), meaning that different aspects 

of it can be scrutinized scientifically and from different perspectives. On the one hand, it is 

possible to study discrimination from three different points of view that we could label 

majority, minority, and objective perspectives: the majority perspective refers to how 

prejudice and stereotypes are formed, and how they sometimes translate into discriminatory 

behaviour on the part of the majority population; the minority perspective deals with how 

discrimination is perceived and experienced by the stigmatized individuals; and the objective 

perspective deals with the effects of discrimination on the life chances of the stigmatized 

individuals. 

One possible cause of racial discrimination is prejudice.16 Seminal here is the work of social 

psychologist Gordon Allport, who defines ethnic prejudice as follows: “Ethnic prejudice17 is 

an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization. It may be felt or expressed. It 

may be directed toward a group as a whole, or toward an individual because he is a member 

of that group” (Allport, 1954, p. 9). This definition embeds the two “essential ingredients” of 

prejudice: the affective component, expressed in a negative attitude (antipathy); and the 

 
16 Other causes at the individual level have long been studied by social psychologists, the main ones being 
personality traits and religiosity. Research on personality traits and religiosity as predictors of prejudice was 
initiated by Adorno and Allport (Adorno, Frenkel-Brenswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Allport & Ross, 1967). 
For more recent work, see, for example: (Chen & Palmer, 2018; Duckitt, 2015; M. K. Johnson, Rowatt, & 
LaBouff, 2012; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). 
17 Many authors use this definition without explaining why “ethnic” prejudice applies to their case. It makes 
sense to use a definition of ethnic discrimination in this thesis because the religious background of Muslims 
usually overlaps with their ethnic origins. We use the expression “ethno-religious” minority in the chapters to 
account for this aspect. 
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cognitive component, expressed in an overgeneralized belief (inflexible generalization) about 

characteristics ascribed to a group, commonly called a stereotype. Even today, most social 

scientists define prejudice as a negative attitude based on stereotypes (Dovidio, Hewstone, 

Glick, & Esses, 2010; Jackson, 2020).18 To apply this definition to the subject of this thesis, we 

define prejudice towards Muslims as a negative attitude towards individuals or groups of 

individuals categorized as Muslims, based on generalized and erroneous beliefs 

(stereotypes) with regard to Muslims.  

Allport also emphasized that overgeneralization and judgment are the results of normal brain 

processes: “Why do human beings slip so easily into ethnic prejudice? They do so because the 

two essential ingredients [of prejudice] - erroneous generalization and hostility - are natural 

and common capacities of the human mind” (Allport, 1954, p. 17).19 Subsequent theoretical 

developments stemming from research on implicit cognition (Greenwald & Banaji’s, 1995) 

have refined this definition by including the implicit (unconscious) and explicit (conscious) 

nature of prejudice (Devine, 2001; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). 

Finally, we need to clarify the relationship between prejudice and stigmatization. According 

to Goffman, who first defined the concept, social stigmas are attributes that differ from 

normative expectations and that are used to discredit the individual who possesses them: 

“stigma is a special kind of relationship between attribute and stereotype”, where the 

attribute “that stigmatizes one type of possessor […] is neither creditable nor discreditable as 

a thing in itself” (Goffman, 1963, pp. 3-4).20 More precisely, stigmatization occurs when 

differences are labelled and linked to stereotypes (undesirable characteristics relative to a 

norm), discrediting the people labelled and presenting them as distinct from the in-group, 

resulting in status-loss and discrimination (based on Link & Phelan, 2001). 

A huge amount of theoretical and empirical literature in the social sciences has focused on 

how and why prejudices are formed. It is assumed that, in its search for an “economy of 

 
18 Scholars have also called attention to missing dimensions (like situational context), and to new directions for 
theoretical clarifications. See, for example: (Dovidio, Glick, & Rudman, 2005). 
19 Italics in original text. 
20 For a discussion of the many definitions of social stigmas in the literature and the theoretical challenges to 
these definitions, see: (Link & Phelan, 2001). 
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thoughts” to apprehend the world, the human mind has a natural tendency to categorize 

objects (Allport, 1954, p. 109). 

This process of categorization, when applied to human beings, is called “social 

categorization”, and leads to the construction of an in-group, i.e. a group to which an 

individual considers herself to belong, and out-groups, which are groups that the individual 

does not identify with. The social construction of an in-group is natural, and does not 

necessarily entail hostility towards an out-group. When hostility does arise, though, it can be 

a consequence of historical contingencies, but also an inherent feature of social 

categorization: “the mere perception of belonging to two distinct groups – that is, social 

categorization per se – is sufficient to trigger intergroup discrimination favouring the in-

group” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p. 38). This propensity to valorize the in-group over the out-

group, which is called in-group favouritism and is driven by ethnocentrism, leads to prejudices 

that then aim to justify such favouritism. When the out-group is lower on the social hierarchy, 

it can be referred to as a “minority”. 

Once formed, prejudice can lead to discriminatory actions against members of the out-group, 

which can be either individual behaviour or organizational processes that disadvantage out-

group members. However, there is no inevitable transition from prejudice (attitudes and 

stereotypes held in people’s minds) to discriminatory actions (“acting-out prejudice”) (Allport, 

1954, p. 14), and discriminatory actions are not necessarily driven by prejudice. In other 

words, prejudiced individuals may never discriminate against members of an out-group, while 

it is possible for unprejudiced individuals to discriminate against minority members (Merton, 

1948). What is more, there can even be a discrepancy between support for the principles of 

equality and actual discriminatory actions (Quillian, 2006, p. 309). We could also add between 

these two stages (from prejudice to behaviour) the intention to discriminate. Several scholars 

have investigated the relationship between prejudice, intention to discriminate,21 and actual 

discriminatory behaviour (for a meta-analysis, see Schütz & Six, 1996).  

Going beyond the intra-individual level concerned with the mental processes involved in 

social categorization and prejudice, scholars have developed the theoretical framework of 

 
21 The question of responsibility and intentionality on the part of the person who discriminates is posed by 
Fiske in her “courtroom drama” metaphor (Fiske, 1989). 
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boundary-making to account for the way that groups define who they are and who they are 

not (i.e. how they make “boundaries”), and how these social differentiations manifest 

themselves in the unequal access to resources (Lamont & Molnár, 2002; Wimmer, 2013). 

Departing from the constructivist consensus that ethnicity is constructed and unstable across 

temporal periods and societies (Brubaker, 2009), this theory posits that “[s]ocial and symbolic 

boundaries emerge when actors distinguish between different ethnic categories and when 

they treat members of such categories differently” (Wimmer, 2013, p. 3). Here, an important 

distinction is made between symbolic and social boundaries: symbolic boundaries are 

conceptual differentiations between in-group and out-group based on principles of 

categorization defining social groups, while social boundaries are “objectified forms” of these 

differentiations that are manifested in unequal access to resources and opportunities among 

social categories (Lamont & Molnár, 2002, pp. 168-169).22  In this sense, Koenig rightly argues 

that discrimination and stigmatization are the boundaries as experienced by members of the 

categorized groups (Koenig, 2017). When the boundaries of a group are not easily crossed 

(i.e. when it is difficult or impossible for new individuals to be considered members of the 

group), then we talk of a high degree of social closure (Wimmer, 2008, p. 980). 

The principles of categorization can vary from one society to the other, and they can also vary 

over time: some criteria (language, religion, phenotypical characteristics, etc.) can work as 

bright boundaries in some contexts, and have barely any relevance (i.e. can be blurred) in 

others (Alba, 2005). We talk of “categorical exclusion” when a person’s access to resources 

and opportunities23 is reduced on account of her categorical belonging, this exclusion taking 

the form of discriminatory actions. To use Brubaker’s thought experiment, we can say that, 

when vertical categories (the rich and the poor, for example) and horizontal categories (the 

natives and the migrants, for example) are dependent in some way, then categorical 

differences have a bearing on inequality (Brubaker, 2015). For example, if “being Muslim” is 

 
22 Wimmer distinguishes between a category (which is “imposed by outsiders”) and a group (which individuals 
identify themselves as belonging to), and observes that the former can evolve into the latter over time, when 
the category imposed is embraced by its members (referred to as groupness). In this sense, ethnicity can be 
both a category and a group (Wimmer, 2008, p. 980). As for the subject of this thesis, “Muslim” can also be 
both a category, imposed by majority members on individuals who would otherwise not define themselves as 
such, and a group, when individuals identify themselves as such. 
23 As Fibbi and colleagues highlight, since “discrimination often occurs in processes of allocation of goods and 
positions – such as housing or employment – discrimination is fundamentally a matter of access to 
opportunities, power, and resources” (Fibbi et al., 2021, p. 14). 
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a categorical difference in a society where religion functions as a bright boundary, then we 

would expect that discriminatory actions will reduce the access that Muslims have to 

resources such as the labour market or housing. In this sense, citizenship regimes, i.e. the 

criteria that a nation-state sets for an individual if she wishes to be admitted as a full member 

of the society (Helbling, 2008b), are one example of formal boundary-making strategies that 

vary greatly from one context to the other. 

Hence, discriminatory actions can be defined as behaviours or processes that create 

distinctions based on individual or group characteristics, correctly or incorrectly attributed, 

resulting in some form of exclusion of the individual or group of individuals targeted. 

These actions can take different forms. Various national and international bodies of research 

refer to discriminatory actions in a broader way, including: (a) explicit (or direct) behaviour 

such as verbal antagonism (from racist jokes to verbal abuse), avoidance, segregation 

(including any form of exclusion from resources or from access to institutions), physical 

attack, and extermination; (b) statistical discrimination (making a quick decision to 

disadvantage a minority member based on beliefs regarding this minority as a proxy for 

relevant data that are missing (Anderson, Fryer, & Holt, 2006; Phelps, 1972)), or profiling; (c) 

more subtle behaviour such as implicit (or indirect) actions, like blaming the minority for its 

disadvantaged position, or automatic behaviour that can be unconscious (Gaertner & Dovidio, 

1986); and, finally, (d) structural discrimination, which is the result of formal or informal 

institutional processes that “lead to differential racial treatment or produce differential racial 

outcomes” (National Research Council, 2004, p. 63).24 

Effects of and responses to discrimination: ethnic penalties, perception, and coping 

Discrimination can have three types of effect: direct effects on life chances for minority 

members such as poorer outcomes in employment, health, housing, etc. (ethnic penalty); the 

perception of discrimination (when a person attributes a negative event to discrimination and 

not to her own performance); and the impact of the perceived discrimination on certain 

 
24 This typology of discriminatory actions is drawn from the report conducted by the National Research 
Council, Measuring Racial Discrimination. Very similar typologies are used by other national and international 
reports (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017a; humanrights.ch & Federal Commission 
against Racism, 2022) as well as scientific studies (Allen, 2020; Pettigrew & Taylor, 2015). 
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outcomes. When perceiving discrimination, individuals can respond in different ways to cope 

with it. Here, we sketch the general theoretical framework for each of these aspects of 

discrimination, and focus on those that we will then investigate in the four empirical studies: 

namely, the possible ethnic penalties that Muslims face; their perceived discrimination, used 

as a dependent variable; their reporting of discrimination as one possible response to 

discrimination. 

Starting with the direct effects on life chances, social scientists hypothesize that 

discrimination reduces life chances by producing (or, rather, helping to produce)25 poorer 

outcomes in different life domains for minority members compared to members from the 

majority population. In fact, disparities between minority and majority groups (referred to as 

“race gap” or “racial discrepancy”) can be explained by factors unrelated to direct 

discrimination such as different socio-demographic features, human capital such as the level 

of education or language proficiency, or even contextual factors like the regional 

unemployment rate. In other words, the gross disadvantage faced by a minority group can be 

due to its lack of resources or to contingent factors. The remaining net disadvantage after 

accounting for these factors is termed an “ethnic penalty”, and is often used as a proxy for 

discrimination (Heath & Cheung, 2007).26 Here, “[d]iscrimination is the causal effect of race 

on an outcome with other factors held constant” (Quillian, 2006, p. 302). In the case of 

Muslims, scholars speak of a “Muslim gap” and of a “Muslim penalty” (Connor & Koenig, 2015; 

Heath & Martin, 2013; Khattab & Modood, 2015). 

We talk of “differential returns to human capital” when the link between level of human 

capital and outcome is different for ethnic minorities and the majority population, i.e. if there 

is an interaction between human capital and minority status (Heath & Cheung, 2007). For 

example, if Muslims are more likely to be unemployed when they are highly educated, while 

the relation is reversed for the majority population, then we could say that, all other variables 

being held constant, Muslims have a differential return on education. 

 
25 Studies usually try to capture the direct effect of discrimination, because “[d]iscrimination may occur at one 
stage in a process (e.g. the labour market) and contribute only a small amount to racial differences in immediate 
outcomes” (National Research Council, 2004, p. 245). 
26 For a critique of the unquestioned use of the net disadvantage as a proxy for discrimination, see (Koopmans, 
2016). Koopman’s work will be discussed in section 1.2. 
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To test these hypotheses of ethnic penalties, researchers either analyze observational data 

and measure the difference in outcomes between minority and majority groups after 

controlling for other factors unrelated to ethnicity, or they carry out field experiments in 

which they use confederates27 (audit test) or fictional candidates (correspondence test) with 

identical profiles except ethnic backgrounds in a job application, the difference in success rate 

(outcome) then being attributed to discrimination.  

The domains most frequently investigated are labour markets, housing, credit, and consumer 

markets, and (more rarely) health.28 Reviews of empirical research in these domains 

consistently point to racial disparities attributed to discrimination in all these domains (Pager 

& Shepherd, 2008; Riach & Rich, 2002). 

Discrimination can go unnoticed, but it can also be perceived by the individuals targeted, 

which the literature usually refers to as “perceived discrimination”. Other authors use the 

term “perceived stigmatization” as a broader concept “that includes perceived 

misrecognition, prejudice, stereotyping, racism, discrimination, exclusion, etc.” (Lamont, 

Welburn, & Fleming, 2016). Here, we focus on perceived discrimination, i.e. a person’s 

perception that she has been treated unfairly because of her (supposed) group membership. 

As discussed in the section Definitions of central concepts: prejudice, stigmatization, and 

discrimination, discrimination can take various forms, from subtle behaviours to explicit 

discriminatory actions. We follow Trittler in his definition of perceived discrimination, since 

the definition “enables the grasping of a broad range of exclusionary behaviour, from verbal 

and physical attacks to subtler forms, such as disrespectful treatment, conversations on the 

street, unfriendly looks, and avoidance” (Trittler, 2019, p. 1133). 

In accounting for the fundamental mechanisms that are at work in the perception of 

discrimination, attribution theory assumes that individuals explain events, and more 

specifically the behaviour of other individuals, causally. In other words, individuals try to make 

sense of events or behaviours by attributing understandable causes to them (Kelley, 1973). 

Crocker and colleagues (1998) first applied these principles to stigmatization, demonstrating 

 
27 “Confederates” are research actors that are trained to act as candidates or customers in real-life situations. 
28 Poorer health is usually linked to self-reported (perceived) discrimination, but some studies provide 
evidence of the role of discrimination in contributing to racial/ethnic disparities. See, for example: (Colen, 
Ramey, Cooksey, & Williams, 2018). 
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that stigmatized people may in fact attribute negative outcomes either to discrimination or 

to personal failures. This two-option explanation is called “ambiguous attribution”: “Negative 

outcomes from others could be due to one’s lack of merit, inferior qualifications, poor 

performance, or other shortcomings. Alternatively, they could be due to prejudice and 

discrimination based on one’s devalued social identity” (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998, pp. 

519-520). In short, a person’s attribution of a negative event or encounter to prejudice aims 

to explain it as being the result of a bias against her social category (Schmitt, Branscombe, 

Postmes, & Garcia, 2014). This understanding of perceived discrimination corresponds to 

what authors term “perceived individual discrimination”, which focuses on personal 

experiences, as distinct from “perceived group discrimination”, which focuses on the way that 

people perceive how members of their group are treated (Bourguignon, Seron, Yzerbyt, & 

Herman, 2006; Taylor, Wright, Moghaddam, & Lalonde, 1990). 

The literature discusses the link between actual and perceived discrimination, and the extent 

to which they overlap. It is now widely agreed that perceived discrimination cannot be used 

as a direct indicator of actual discrimination (Diehl & Liebau, 2017; Diehl, Liebau, & Mühlau, 

2021; Jean S. Phinney, Madden, & Santos, 1998). In fact, perceived discrimination can stem 

from actual discrimination, but it may also be that actual discrimination goes unnoticed; 

conversely, an individual or a group may attribute a negative event to discrimination when in 

fact there was no discrimination present. In short, an individual can correctly attribute a 

negative outcome to discrimination, but can also exaggerate or underestimate discrimination 

because of inference difficulties (Crocker et al., 1998, p. 517). 

However, there may be factors that influence the perception of discrimination, factors that 

have recently caught the attention of social scientists. For one thing, minority members with 

low socio-economic statuses (SESs) could be more likely to perceive themselves as being the 

objects of discrimination, either because they actually face more discrimination than others 

in a better position, or because they compare themselves to individuals with higher SESs who 

fare better (Olson, Herman, & Zanna, 1986; Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin, & Bialosiewicz, 2012). 

For another, recent empirical research suggests that, on the contrary, higher educated 

minority members tend to perceive more discrimination than their less educated 

counterparts (Diehl et al., 2021; Steinmann, 2019; Verkuyten, 2016). This puzzling 
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phenomenon, called the “paradox of integration”,29 may be explained by pointing to two main 

mechanisms: first, individuals who are more integrated30 are more exposed to discrimination 

since they have more contact with the majority population; second, individuals who are more 

integrated attribute negative outcomes to discrimination more easily because they engage in 

intergroup comparison with the majority members, or because they have higher 

expectations, or because they are more aware of processes of inequality (Verkuyten, 2016).  

Finally, the perception of discrimination (rightly or wrongly attributed) can impact health, 

well-being, and performance. Empirical studies using perceived discrimination as an 

independent variable repeatedly point to a link between perceived discrimination and poorer 

mental health/well-being, measured mainly through indicators of stress, anxiety, and 

depression, and also physical health such as blood pressure, cardiovascular effects, and 

general self-reported health status (for reviews of empirical research, see for example 

Krieger, 1999; Schmitt et al., 2014; Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2008; Williams & Williams-

Morris, 2000). These results provide empirical evidence to support social-stress theory, which 

“argues that certain groups within society are in a disadvantaged social position, which leads 

to an increased exposure to social sources of stress and less resources with which to cope 

with stress” (Paradies et al., 2015). As for performance, it has also been shown that the 

perception of prejudice among members of stigmatized groups has a negative effect on 

educational and neuropsychological performance (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995; 

Thames et al., 2013). These results confirm stereotype-threat theory, which argues that 

individuals from stigmatized groups underperform “when they become hyper-aware that 

their performance could confirm the very stereotype that they wish to avoid” (Thames et al., 

2013, p. 584). 

 
29 To be more precise, the paradox of integration implies that the more integrated (highly educated, for 
example) immigrants become, the less emotionally oriented they are towards the host society (having positive 
attitudes towards or identifying with it) (Verkuyten, 2016). A current of research has expanded the contours of 
this paradox by including within it perceived discrimination (Diehl et al., 2021; Steinmann, 2019).  
30 Integration can be understood both in social and structural terms: social integration refers to contacts with 
the majority population, operationalized as the frequency of inter-ethnic relationships, and structural 
integration encompasses all forms of socio-economic participation in the host society, such as being on the 
labour market or having a high level of education (Diehl et al., 2021). 
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When discrimination is perceived, the individuals targeted can respond to it either voluntarily 

or involuntarily; when voluntary, the response can be engaging or disengaging.31 One 

convincing theory with regard to how people respond to discrimination stems from the 

literature on coping strategies, which defines coping as “constantly changing cognitive and 

behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised 

as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person”, these efforts being distinct from 

involuntary or automized adaptive behaviour such as physiological or emotional arousal 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). These “demands” are stressors, and scholars have 

established that stigmatization and discrimination constitute such stressors (see Miller & 

Kaiser, 2001, for a review). 

Miller and Kaiser (2001) have used this model to develop a twofold typology of coping 

strategies. First, engagement coping includes strategies that a person uses to confront the 

stressor, i.e. discrimination and/or its perpetrators. This confrontation can take a collective 

form (seeking intragroup support) or an individual form (such as reporting discrimination to 

a body that specializes in such matters, or taking the offender to court). Rejection-

identification theory has identified ethnic-identification as one important group-based coping 

strategy. The theory argues that “the generally negative consequences of perceiving oneself 

as a victim of racial prejudice can be somewhat alleviated by identification with the minority 

group”, and that this identification “may be the best possible strategy for feeling accepted 

and enhancing psychological well-being” (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999, p. 137). 

While the direction of the relationship between identification and discrimination is often 

discussed, statistical tests on longitudinal data point to discrimination as a “trigger” for 

strengthening ethnic identification and for engaging in activism (Cronin, Levin, Branscombe, 

van Laar, & Tropp, 2012; Schmitt et al., 2014).32  

 
31 Koenig (2017) suggests a somewhat different classification of the strategies used to deal with discrimination 
(strategies that he calls “micropolitics of recognition”), this classification being based on Hirschman’s 
theorizing of how people deal with short-term organizational decline. Hirschman (1970) distinguishes between 
“exit” options, which consist of turning to the competition and leaving the dysfunctional institution, and 
“voicing”, which consists of complaining to the institution to seek improvement. Drawing on this distinction, 
Koenig suggests that, when individuals who perceive discrimination isolate themselves from the majority 
population instead of seeking to gain respect from it, then this corresponds to an “exit” option, while those 
who confront the discrimination in order to gain recognition are choosing a “voice” option. 
32 Portes and Rumbaut had already described this process in their study of second-generation immigrants in 
the United States and their experience of discriminatory policies. They coined the term “reactive ethnicity” to 
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As for individual responses, some scholars identify all sorts of costs that are important when 

it comes to understanding why individuals choose to respond to discrimination or not. Mainly 

working within the framework of the homo œconomicus model, these scholars conceive of 

the stigmatized person as a rational and calculating individual who weighs up the best option 

for coping with a stressful situation. In fact, as the homo œconomicus model claims, an 

individual’s perception of discrimination makes them feel dissatisfied, a feeling that they will 

then seek to reduce by choosing to complain if the benefits of complaining seem to outweigh 

the costs (Feagin & Sikes, 1994; Kaiser & Miller, 2001; Kowalski, 1996; Lindenberg, 1990).33 

Other authors suggest moving beyond a micro-level study of the experience of discrimination, 

and taking into account meso- or macro-level factors: for example, “[c]onsidering repertoires 

is an essential macro complement to the generally more micro approaches to resilience and 

responses to stigma. It shifts the focus on social resilience conceived as a feature of groups, 

as opposed to a feature of individuals” (Lamont et al., 2016, p. 130). In fact, cultural and 

institutional factors also play a role in the choice of a mode of response to discrimination 

(Koenig, 2017): the cultural repertoires available will enable individuals to draw on specific 

strategies to formulate their responses; variation in how boundaries are made salient 

between groups will also make some responses more or less likely (Lamont et al., 2016); and 

access to resources such as organizational capacities, legal provisions and information will 

also determine the strategies that stigmatized individuals will favour (Edwards & McCarthy, 

2004; Witte, 2018).  

Second, disengagement coping includes strategies that enable a person to avoid situations in 

which discrimination can occur, be it physical, cognitive, or social avoidance, as well as 

strategies that enable the person to minimize or ignore discrimination. Goffman describes 

such strategies in his well-known work on stigma, saying that stigmatized individuals have 

different possibilities to manage social stigma during “mixed contacts”, i.e. encounters 

between stigmatized people and so-called “normals”,34 and that there is a continuum 

 
describe how “direct experience of discrimination triggers a reaction away from things American and toward 
reinforcement of the original immigrant identities” (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 187). They also explain how 
such experience can lead to political mobilization and in-group solidarities.  
33 The fourth chapter of this thesis (Lindemann & Stolz, 2022) draws on another theory to account for 
underreporting among minority groups: namely, choice-environment theory. 
34 “Normals” are individuals whose social identity coincides with socially established norms. Nowadays, we 
would probably prefer the term “members of the majority society”. 
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between complete secrecy and complete information on stigma. Between the two extremes, 

individuals can resort either to passing strategies by keeping the stigma unnoticed when it is 

invisible or unknown (discreditable), or covering strategies by making it less apparent or less 

disturbing for the normals when it is already known (discredited). Finally, withdrawing to back 

places can be a way for a person to avoid discrimination physically. Indeed, Goffman claims 

that three kinds of places divide up the social world for stigmatized individuals, each of which 

is marked by a certain degree of accessibility: forbidden places are simply closed to 

stigmatized individuals; civil places are accessible, but the stigmatized individuals are in fact 

disqualified from entering them freely; and back places are accessible, with the individual not 

needing to make any effort to pass or cover (Goffman, 1963).  

Discrimination against Muslims: racism and Islamophobia 

The concepts already defined would suffice to understand the four studies that follow, but 

the relevant literature investigating discrimination against Muslims often draws on two other 

terms: Islamophobia and racism. Therefore, we must clarify our understanding of the 

relationship between prejudice, discrimination, and these two terms. In addition, how 

discrimination against people categorized as Muslims is characterized plays a role because it 

has legal implications under anti-discrimination law: if such discrimination is characterized 

as racial discrimination, then it is punishable by law. It is also important for methodological 

reasons, since the data that are used in the studies come from databases monitoring racist 

incidents. The concepts of Islamophobia and racism have become the object of debate within 

academic and political circles, these circles having increased their interest in these questions 

in recent years. 

In this section, we argue that (1) discrimination against Muslims should be regarded as the 

behavioural manifestation of Islamophobia, and that (2) Islamophobia should be conceived 

as a form of racism. The reasons for the first argument lie in the definition of Islamophobia, 

and more precisely in the components that are included in the definition, while the reasons 

for the second argument are to be found in the definition of the targets of Islamophobia.  

To understand the emergence of this field of study and the debates within it, we should keep 

in mind three important turning points: the publication of Edward Said’s seminal book 
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Orientalism in 1978; the publication of the first Runnymede Trust report Islamophobia: A 

Challenge for Us All in 1997; and the 9/11 terrorist attack of 2001, together with subsequent 

terrorist attacks.  

Said’s work was probably the first attempt to account for the negative representations of 

Muslims and Islam in the West, an attempt that was part of a broader analysis of Orientalism 

as a “system of thought about the Orient” produced by a hegemonic Occident.35 Said points 

in his analyses to how the work of different European writers essentialized Islam and Muslims, 

thereby shaping and supporting Western hegemonic projects. He also points out that the 

Islamic East has been depicted as dangerous and threatening since the 1950s, a depiction that 

fuels anti-Arab and anti-Muslim prejudice, which is reflected in the development of 

Orientalism (Said, 1978, p. 26; 1981). Orientalism had an international impact and is widely 

considered to be the foundation of postcolonial studies.36  

Twenty years later, the Runnymede Trust, a British non-governmental think tank dedicated 

to questions of race equality, published a well-known report entitled Islamophobia: A 

Challenge for Us All, which aimed to deal with “the dislike [of Muslims that] has become more 

explicit, more extreme and more dangerous”, and is expressed in hostile political rhetoric, 

media discourses, and the discrimination faced by Muslim communities in Great Britain (The 

Runnymede Trust, 1997, p. 1). Although the term “Islamophobia” had already existed before 

1997,37 the report was not only the first attempt to define the phenomenon, but also the 

starting point for a field of study that took as its research object hostility towards Muslims.  

The report also shows that Muslims and Islam had already been problematized before 9/11,38 

and especially so through the lens of the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the 1988 Salman Rushdie 

affair, and the 1996 suicide bombings in Jerusalem (Helbling, 2012, p. 3). What is more, 9/11 

 
35 Said’s work understands the Orient and the Occident, the East and the West, as being constructions 
produced by literature, the academic world, and the colonialist enterprise. 
36 For a criticism of this widespread understanding of the role of Said’s work in postcolonial theories, see: 
(Young, 2012). 
37 The term had already been used in Muslim communities to describe their experiences of discrimination in 
the United Kingdom (The Runnymede Trust, 1997, p. iii). It has been shown that the term first appeared in 
French in 1918 (Helbling, 2017, p. 4). 
38 The publication of The Clash of Civilizations in 1996 is a good example of such a problematization, 
Huntington claiming that “Islam” and “the West” are culturally incompatible and in conflict (Huntington, 
1996). 
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happens to have had no lasting effects on people’s attitudes towards Islam/Muslims (for an 

overview, see Helbling, 2012, p. 13). However, we should not minimize one impact that it 

undoubtedly had: namely, it dramatically increased the frequency with which Muslims 

reported implicit and explicit discrimination (such as hate crimes) (Allen & Nielsen, 2002; 

Kishi, 2017; Sheridan, 2006).  

This historical background gave rise to a new field of research in the social sciences, one that 

investigates the hostility faced by Muslims/Islam, with the difficult question of how to define 

this social phenomenon becoming the subject of intense debate. While the term 

“Islamophobia” has now become common, the Runnymede Trust’s first attempt at definition 

did not result in academic consensus. The report defined Islamophobia as an “unfounded 

hostility towards Islam”, and more precisely as “a dread or hatred of Islam” or “fear or dislike 

of all or most Muslims” (The Runnymede Trust, 1997, pp. 4, 1). The report gave much 

consideration to distinguishing between closed and open views of Islam, and between 

legitimate criticisms and unfounded prejudice with regard to the religion.39  

Bleich considers this first attempt at a definition of “Islamophobia” to be “relatively specific 

and well-developed” compared to other later attempts, but he proposes an alternative 

definition that draws on research on prejudice: according to him, Islamophobia consists of 

“indiscriminate negative attitudes or emotions directed at Islam or Muslims” (Bleich, 2011, p. 

1585).40 Other scholars have widened the definition by including behavioural expressions of 

negative attitudes. For example, Stolz defines Islamophobia as “a rejection of Islam, Muslim 

groups or Muslim individuals on the basis of prejudice and stereotypes. It may have 

emotional, cognitive, evaluative as well as action-oriented elements (e.g. discrimination, 

violence)” (2005, p. 2). The Runnymede Trust itself broadened its definition in its 2017 

anniversary report by including the forms that discriminatory actions can take: “Islamophobia 

is any distinction, exclusion or restriction towards, or preference against, Muslims (or those 

perceived to be Muslims) that has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 

 
39 These cautious distinctions were made in anticipation of objections to the term “Islamophobia” on the 
grounds that it is a dangerous instrument that would make it impossible to criticize anti-democratic Islamic 
practices or principles, and that would restrain the right to free speech. These questions are still raging in the 
political and academic fields, especially around the accusation of “Islamo-leftism” in the French context 
(Fassin, 2021).  
40 In italics in the original text. 
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recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental 

freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life” (The 

Runnymede Trust, 2017, p. 7). Other scholars use the term “Muslimophobia” (Modood, 2015) 

or suggest replacing the term with “anti-Muslimism”, because the target is presumably not 

Islam (faith) but Muslims (individuals),41 and because the term “Islamophobia” conveys an 

essentializing idea that there is one Islam and one monolithic community of Muslims 

(Halliday, 1999). 

As we can see, the variations in the definitions mainly concern what dimensions of 

discrimination should be included in the definition (prejudice, attitudes and affects, and/or 

behaviour, and/or consequences for the stigmatized individuals), and the nature of the target 

(Islam and/or Muslims). We cannot propose a new definition or a new term here, and we 

continue with the term “Islamophobia”, since, as Helbling argues, “it has already taken root 

in public, political and academic discourses. Ignoring a widely used term would only cause 

confusion, after all. […] instead of abolishing a widely used term, supplying a definition 

upfront – one that makes clear what we are measuring from the beginning – is much more 

fruitful” (Helbling, 2017, p. 6).42 We therefore favour one definition based on its usefulness 

to our research object and its appropriacy regarding the theoretical framework in which it is 

embedded. As other authors have already pointed out, discriminatory actions are not always 

caused by prejudice, and prejudice does not always lead to discrimination or even to the 

intention to discriminate (Allport, 1954, p. 14; Merton, 1948). This makes it difficult to account 

for the role of Islamophobia in discriminatory actions and their effects on the individuals 

targeted.  

 
41 However, empirical psychometric analyses have shown a strong correlation between negative attitudes 
towards Islam and negative attitudes toward its followers. See, for example: (Lee, Gibbons, Thompson, & 
Timani, 2009). 
42 The Runnymede Trust reports of 1999 and 2017 also argue along these lines. The first publication explained 
the need for a word “because there is a new reality which needs naming: anti-Muslim prejudice has grown so 
considerably and so rapidly in recent years that a new item in the vocabulary is needed so that it can be 
identified and acted against” (The Runnymede Trust, 1997, p. 4). The 2017 report, for its part, expresses a 
somewhat exasperated response to its opponents: “Social phenomena are often defined by terms that don’t 
precisely correspond to those phenomena in a literal, dictionary way. Just as criticisms of ‘antisemitism’ that 
argue ‘Arabs are Semites too’ are pedantic distractions, so too many criticisms of Islamophobia suffer from 
bad-faith literalism” (The Runnymede Trust, 2017, p. 7). 
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For these reasons, it is the definition provided by Bleich, one that focuses on prejudice 

(attitudes and affects), that is the most adequate and cautious: Islamophobia is 

“indiscriminate negative attitudes or emotions directed at Islam or Muslims” (Bleich, 2011, 

p. 1585).43 This definition sees Islamophobia as being distinct from differentiated attitudes 

towards the object (legitimate criticisms vs. indiscriminate attitudes), and is measurable in 

terms of attitudes and affects with regard either to the out-group or the religion, excluding 

actions that would be a behavioural manifestation of these attitudes. Hence, we conceive of 

discrimination against Muslims as one possible manifestation of Islamophobia, and by this 

we mean that prejudice against Muslims, including stereotypes and negative attitudes, can 

be “acted out” in discriminatory behaviour. As our readers will notice, the four chapters very 

rarely use the terms “Islamophobia/Islamophobic”, since we focus on discrimination against 

Muslims and avoid making statements on the prejudice that might have caused it. To take an 

example, it could be that unprejudiced employers discriminate against Muslims not because 

they are prejudiced against Muslims or Islam, but because they anticipate customers’ 

Islamophobia (Fernández-Reino, Di Stasio, & Veit, 2022, p. 4). 

Another important question concerns the nature of the targets of Islamophobia, i.e. whether 

Islamophobia is a unique form of hostility, a form of racism, or a form of xenophobia. In fact, 

Muslims can be discriminated against because they are perceived as foreign and mostly from 

Arabic countries (xenophobia), or because they are seen as intrinsically different and inferior, 

culturally more than genetically (modern racism). Since ethnic origins, religious belonging, 

and migratory backgrounds sometimes overlap, both sociologically or in social 

representations, the trigger for discrimination is unclear, and disentangling these dimensions 

empirically has proven very difficult. This overlapping of different minority characteristics also 

calls for an intersectional approach to the phenomenon of discrimination against Muslims. 

Indeed, it is extremely difficult to differentiate the motives behind discrimination against 

Muslims (ethnicity, race, skin colour, religion) (Amiraux, 2004), and especially so when it 

comes to women who wear the hijab, since gender-based and religion-based discrimination 

intersect (Amiraux, 2007, p. 137). In other words, the discrimination that such women  

experience is at the intersection of systems of oppression (Crenshaw, 1989) with regard to 

ethnic minorities, religious groups, and women (Halrynjo & Jonker, 2015; Hopkins, 2016). 

 
43 In italics in the original text. 
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Nevertheless, as we shall see, the answer to the question of whom Islamophobia is targeted 

at is relevant theoretically, methodologically, and in terms of policy-making. 

Scholars have carried out empirical studies to discover whether Islamophobia is one aspect 

of a broader phenomenon that includes other forms of hostility such as racism, xenophobia, 

and anti-Semitism, most results suggesting that it is. On the one hand, empirical studies reveal 

strong correlations between indicators used to grasp Islamophobia (anti-Arab, anti-Muslim, 

and anti-Islam attitudes), and indicators used to measure anti-Semitism and modern racism 

(Echebarria-Echabe & Fernández Guede, 2007; Lee et al., 2009). On the other, xenophobic 

and Islamophobic attitudes, along with the factors that influence how intense they are, 

cannot be differentiated (Helbling, 2008a; Stolz, 2005), meaning that Islamophobia and 

xenophobia are part of the same phenomenon. 

Scholars suggest that this phenomenon is racism. For example, Allen claims that Islamophobia 

is a racist phenomenon that contains the three major components of racism: a political 

programme or ideology, interdependent with that of nationalism; prejudices, opinions, and 

attitudes; and exclusionary practices as a consequence of these prejudices (Allen, 2010, p. 

160). Carr agrees with this claim, stressing that the construction of the targets has a core 

element: it is made through a process of racialization, which he defines as “processes of 

signification where meaning is attached to ‘markers’ of the ‘self’ (ingroup) or the ‘other’ 

(outgroup),44 defining who belongs and who does not” (Carr, 2016, pp. 36-37). Interestingly, 

Allen and Carr both draw on the conceptualization of racism provided by Miles and Brown 

(Miles & Brown, 2003), although the latter do not consider Islamophobia to be a form of 

racism: “However, like other religious Others, the alleged distinctiveness of the Muslim is not 

usually regarded as biological or somatic, so Islamophobia is not to be regarded as an instance 

of racism. However, it does interact with racism” (Miles & Brown, 2003, p. 164). Carr 

addresses this point, arguing convincingly instead that racism should not be restricted to 

phenotypical differences, and that cultural or religious markers can serve as a “proxy for 

‘race’” and as symbols of essentialized otherness (Carr, 2016, p. 38). This argument echoes 

theories of modern racism and “racism without race” (Quillian, 2006; Semati, 2010).  

 
44 Terms in brackets have been added. 
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Hence, we conceive of Islamophobia as a form of racism in its modern understanding (not 

restricted to phenotypes like traditional racism), because the targets (Muslims) are made 

Others through a process of racialization. This definition also has the merit of being “attuned 

to already existing definitions from research in the field of racism, stereotypes and prejudice, 

in order to enable comparison between Islamophobia and other out-group phobias” (Stolz, 

2005, p. 548).  

Conceptualizing Islamophobia as a form of racism is also relevant in terms of policy and 

methodology, since discrimination against Muslims is treated by national and international 

equality bodies as racial discrimination that violates anti-racism laws. For example, the 

Runnymede Trust has always treated Islamophobia within the framework of race equality: 

thus, it defines itself as an “independent race equality think tank”;45 the booklet preceding 

the 1997 report, “Islamophobia: Its Features and Dangers”, was sent to race equality councils 

and race equality officers in public bodies in Great Britain (The Runnymede Trust, 2017, p. 

83); it framed discrimination against Muslims as “racial discrimination/violence”; and it 

formulated recommendations to address Islamophobia as part of the wider objective of 

eliminating racial discrimination.46 Treating Islamophobia and its manifestations as racial 

discrimination is now widespread in national and international reports on racism. For 

example, at a national level, the French “Rapport sur la lutte contre le racisme, 

l’antisémitisme et la xénophobie” draws on data from monitoring systems that gather reports 

of racist incidents, with a special category for anti-Muslim incidents (Commission Nationale 

Consultative des Droits de l’Homme, 2021, pp. 13, 73-81). At the European level, the 

European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia issued a specific report on 

 
45 https://www.runnymedetrust.org/ (accessed 17 April 2022). 
46 Recommendations 56 and 57, for example, enjoin race equality organizations and monitoring groups to 
“[a]ddress lslamophobia in their programmes of action” and to “[r]eview the definitions of ‘racial harassment’ 
used in their policy documentation, and ensure that there is an explicit reference to religion” (The Runnymede 
Trust, 1997, p. 64). The report also refers to a British government’s submission to the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD). The ICERD does not explicitly apply to religious 
groups per se, however, since its definition of racial discrimination only includes “race, colour, descent, or 
national or ethnic origin” as possible grounds for discrimination (ICERD, art. 1.1) 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-elimination-all-
forms-racial (accessed 17 April 2022). This definition of racial discrimination poses several difficulties when it 
comes to discrimination against Muslims and Muslim communities, especially regarding the distinction 
between ethnic origin and religious affiliation. For a legal discussion, see, for example: (Berry, 2011). 
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“discrimination and Islamophobia”, this report also drawing on data from systems monitoring 

racist incidents  (European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, 2006). 

This is the stance that is also adopted in Switzerland. State-funded anti-racism bodies support 

the victims of “racist incidents” and refer to incidents targeting Muslims in their annual 

analyses as “Islamophobic incidents” (humanrights.ch & Federal Commission against Racism, 

2020).47 Such bodies also owe their existence to the anti-racism provision contained in article 

261bis of the Swiss Criminal Code (art. 261bis CP), which itself exists because Switzerland 

signed the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

(ICERD) in 1994 (for more on this matter, see section 1.3). Hence, this framing of Islamophobia 

in terms of racism not only permits Muslim victims of discrimination to seek support as victims 

of racial discrimination, but also to defend themselves as such legally. Moreover, this racial 

equality field provides data on Islamophobic incidents, in the form either of self-reported 

cases to anti-racism bodies, or of legal procedures under art. 261bis CP. 

1.2 Effects of and responses to discrimination among Muslims: Previous empirical 

research 

Here, we review and organize the empirical literature on discrimination against Muslims by 

outlining the three aspects of discrimination under scrutiny in this thesis: namely, ethnic 

penalties, perceived discrimination, and responses to experienced discrimination. Results of 

previous research that concern the gender side of Islamophobia are treated in all three 

aspects of discrimination in a dedicated part. The results of our studies will be discussed in 

the light of this empirical literature in the conclusion (section 7).  

The Muslim penalty in the West 

Building on the well-established empirical literature on ethnic penalties for migrants and 

second-generation people in terms of their socio-economic achievements in Europe (for a 

review, see Heath, Rothon, & Kilpi, 2008), sociologists have recently identified and explained 

a specific “Muslim penalty”. Their hypothesis is that, given the rise of Islamophobia over the 

 
47 To be more precise, we should note that the annual reports of this network of bodies included 
“Islamophobia” in their analyses of racist incidents reported to them in 2010, before changing the term to 
“hostility towards Muslim individuals” in 2014. 
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last two decades, belonging to Islam may also account for some of the ethnic penalties 

observed on the labour market. In other words, Muslims, regardless of their ethnicity and 

social background or human capital, may be more penalized than non-Muslims.  

National studies48 carried out to test this hypothesis provide consistent evidence of a Muslim 

penalty. For example, Lindley (2002) compared the rate of employment and level of earnings 

of six ethnic minorities in Great Britain comprising Muslim individuals, controlling for other 

characteristics that might explain the gaps between minority and majority members. By 

driving the analyses separately, she managed to disentangle ethnicity from religious 

affiliation. She found evidence of a substantial disadvantage for Muslims, since only half of 

the gap can be explained by poorer socio-economic characteristics. Nevertheless, there are 

also variations between groups: Pakistani Muslim men are more likely to be unemployed than 

Muslims from other groups. Since the data were gathered in 1994, these results show that 

there was a Muslim penalty before the rise of post-9/11 Islamophobia. Heath and Martin 

(2013), as well as Khattab and Modood (2015), have used more recent data (from 2001 and 

later) to analyze outcomes for different ethno-religious groups on the labour market, and 

come to  similar findings: they observe a consistent pattern for Muslims, who face significantly 

more penalties in entering the labour market than their co-ethnics who belong to other 

religions but have similar qualifications. They also show that processes of racialization worsen 

the situation, with black Muslims facing the most severe penalties (Khattab & Modood, 2015), 

although religion appears to have a greater impact than skin colour (Khattab, 2009).  

More rare but not less telling are correspondence tests, which provide insightful findings on 

opportunities for Muslims on the labour market compared to their Christian counterparts: in 

France, a Muslim candidate from the second generation needs to send 2.5 times more 

applications to obtain a job interview than a Christian candidate with identical qualifications 

and migratory background. This, according to the authors, would explain the net income gap 

observed in population survey data between Muslim and Christian households from the 

second generation (Adida et al., 2010). It seems, however, that the religiosity of Muslims can 

work as a moderator: immigrant Muslim candidates that are ostensibly not religious are as 

 
48 Such national studies have been carried out especially in the British context, probably because census data 
capturing religious affiliation are available, and because there are a large number of ethnic communities. 
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likely as their Christian co-ethnics to be invited to a job interview, but as soon as they stress 

their religiosity, they become 2.5 times less likely to be called back than their religious 

Christian counterparts. The penalty is especially strong for male applicants, since religious 

Muslim men must apply four times more often to be invited to an interview than religious 

Christian men from the same country of origin (Valfort, 2018). Other researchers have tried 

to disentangle the ethnic from the religious grounds when it comes to discrimination in hiring 

practices in five European countries (Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and the UK). 

On the one hand, with the exception of Spain, Muslims “by default”, i.e. candidates from 

Muslim majority countries who do not disclose their proximity to Islam, are significantly less 

likely to be invited to an interview than majority members; on the other, Muslims who do 

disclose their proximity to Islam are even more strongly disadvantaged, and especially so in 

Norway, where the state does not accommodate for minority religions (Di Stasio et al., 2021). 

Their results are very similar to what Pierné (2013), using a similar methodology, finds for 

France. 

Connor and Koenig’s study (2015), which pooled together 17 countries, aimed to identify 

whether first- and second-generation Muslims face barriers when entering the labour market 

in Western Europe in general. Again, after controlling for relevant factors that might explain 

the gap, the authors used the remaining part of unexplained variance in the rate of 

unemployment among Muslims and non-Muslims as a proxy for ethno-religious penalties on 

the European labour market. When only controlling for basic socio-demographic variables 

such as sex, age, and marital status, they found that the likelihood of employment is 

dramatically lower both for first- and second-generation Muslims than it is for non-Muslims. 

This gap is reduced when human capital and self-perceived discrimination are taken into 

account, but a substantial amount of unexplained variance remains, especially for second-

generation Muslims. The authors interpret these results as providing some evidence of the 

tangible effects of bright symbolic boundaries against Islam in the context of a secularized 

Europe, but they are careful to avoid labelling this as direct discrimination. 

Such caution is also called for by authors who suggest that Muslims fare less well than non-



 28 

Muslims due not only to demand-side, but also to supply-side, mechanisms.49 First, socio-

cultural factors such as interethnic social ties and gender values might be another unexplored 

source of the unexplained group differences. In fact, these scholars hypothesize that Muslims 

who do not “culturally assimilate” by limiting their contact with the majority population and 

rejecting liberal gender values will underperform on the labour market because they lack 

“bridging” social capital: through interethnic ties, “one diversifies the social network, 

resulting in more opportunities”, and one can access “a resource-rich network of those in 

control of the labour market” (Lancee, 2012, p. 66). Following this line of research, Koopmans 

(2016) finds, for example, that taking into account social ties to the majority and to gender 

values strongly reduces the gap between Muslims and non-Muslims, and between first- and 

second-generation Muslims. In other words, Muslims who achieve socio-cultural assimilation 

through contacts with majority members, language proficiency, and liberal gender values, are 

almost as likely to be employed and active on the labour market as their non-Muslim 

counterparts.50 Kanas & Müller (2021) challenge these results, however, arguing that, if socio-

cultural factors account for the lower participation of immigrant women in the European 

labour force, then one exception is precisely Muslim women. In their case, the negative 

impact of affiliation to Islam on their position on the labour market persists even after 

controlling for religiosity and gender-role attitudes. Interestingly, a study carried out in 

Germany indicates that second-generation Muslim adolescents still face barriers in their 

transition to work (measured by their success in finding an apprenticeship after lower 

secondary education), but that the gap widens for those who display their religiosity publicly, 

while not being affected by private religiosity (Roth, 2020). 

Second, besides socio-cultural factors, the strategies that people use to find a job might also 

influence the impact that discrimination in hiring has on ethnic penalty. In other words, two 

 
49 This literature distinguishes between demand-side mechanisms, namely the hiring behaviour of employers 
who are looking for new employees, and supply-side mechanisms, mainly the strategies that candidates use to 
search for a job. 
50 An important loophole in this study resides in the data used by Koopmans. The EURISLAM dataset contains 
only non-national Muslims from a limited set of origins and with foreign-sounding names: excluded from the 
sample are Muslims who are naturalized, nationals who have converted to Islam, Muslims with a name from 
the host society, and Muslims from many countries. Also, the category of “Muslim” is problematic since it is 
based on a sociological definition rather than a self-declaration: individuals with “a Muslim background” are 
categorized as Muslims, even if they do not identify with Islam. All these sampling criteria might introduce 
important biases in the results. For a detailed description of the sampling procedures of EURISLAM, see: 
https://easy.dans.knaw.nl/ui/datasets/id/easy-dataset:62447 (accessed 31 August 2022). 
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ethnic groups might be equally discriminated against by employers but, because they use 

different strategies to counter discrimination, they display different overall ethnic gaps with 

regard to the majority population. Although they identify the existence of a consistent Muslim 

penalty in employment outcomes, Heath and Martin (Heath & Martin, 2013) draw attention 

to the fact that  we cannot rule out the possibility that a so-called “chill factor” exists, i.e. 

stigmatized individuals avoid applying for certain jobs because they anticipate discrimination. 

Although it does not focus on Muslims, an interesting study carried out by Zwysen and 

colleagues (2021) tries to estimate the role that behaviour with regard to looking for a job 

plays when it comes to the ethnic gap. Focusing on different minorities in the United Kingdom, 

they compare the level of discrimination in hiring as captured through field experiments on 

the one hand, and ethnic penalties measured through observational data from population 

surveys on the other. What they find is that groups facing a high level of discrimination in 

hiring (measured in field experiments) also experience significant employment gaps 

(measured in observational data), but that the extent to which the two are congruent varies 

from group to group: for example, while Indian and Chinese people do face high levels of 

employer discrimination, their ethnic penalty is not as high as expected, the authors 

hypothesizing that this could be due to the fact that these groups employ more efficient 

strategies when looking for a job, such as having access to more resourceful social networks 

or becoming self-employed. 

To sum up, various studies provide evidence of a consistent Muslim penalty on the labour 

market in Europe, which gives support to the boundary-making theory: in a secularized 

context that privileges Christianity, Muslims face bright boundaries resulting in categorical 

exclusion from the labour market. Some studies have recently tried to test alternative 

explanations of this ethno-religious penalty (supply-side mechanisms). Their results are mixed 

or do not concern Muslims in particular. Thus, Heath and Martin were right to call for further 

investigation of these alternative explanations: “It may be wise, therefore, to consider 

additional mechanisms such as those to do with the ‘chill factor’ or with social networks and 

access to bridging social capital” (Heath & Martin, 2013, p. 1026). Also, these studies, making 

the theoretical assumption that more human capital leads to better socio-economic 

outcomes, always use human capital as a mediating variable. This is what the first study in 

this thesis sets out to challenge. 



 30 

Perceived discrimination among Muslims 

A report reveals that Muslims perceive very high levels of discrimination in Europe compared 

to other religious minorities: four out of ten Muslims felt that they had been discriminated 

against in the previous five years, and this five times a year on average (European Union 

Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017b). Research in the social sciences has recently 

investigated how this perception affects the lives of Muslims and the factors that influence 

this perception. 

The first body of research uses perceived discrimination as an independent variable to identify 

and measure its effects on outcome variables. Studies have, for example, analyzed the role of 

perceived discrimination in predicting psychological well-being among Muslims. While an 

increase in exposure to perceived discrimination is associated with a deterioration in mental 

health among Muslims (Ghaffari & Çiftçi, 2010; Jasperse et al., 2012; Padela & Heisler, 2010) 

and life satisfaction (Arat & Bilgili, 2021), and in turn provokes increased vigilance and 

subclinical paranoia (Rippy & Newman, 2006), it seems that the behavioural component of 

Muslim identity (Islamic practices and wearing the hijab) and intra-ethnic social ties lessen 

the impact of perceived discrimination on well-being (Arat & Bilgili, 2021; Jasperse et al., 

2012). These results are in line with what research has already documented in the case of 

other minorities with regard to the relation between perceived discrimination and well-being, 

and the moderating role of ethno-religious identification (Branscombe et al., 1999; Tummala-

Narra & Claudius, 2013).  

Other studies use perceived discrimination as a predictor of social integration: for example, 

perceived discrimination is negatively associated with social integration (operationalized as 

the intention to mix with the majority group) among young Muslims, but the feeling that their 

Muslim and host-society identities are compatible suppresses this association (Saleem et al., 

2018). Finally, it has been demonstrated that, under specific conditions, the perception of 

discrimination is associated with more pronounced religiosity and religious identification 

(Ghaffari & Çiftçi, 2010), especially for Muslims from established immigrant groups 

(Maliepaard, Gijsberts, & Phalet, 2015), without there being certainty as to the direction of 

the relationship. 

Qualitative research also demonstrates the psychological and social consequences of 
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experiencing discrimination, be it explicit or subtle.51 Blackwood and colleagues (2015) show 

through interviews and focus groups how their experience of stigmatization by authorities in 

a public space (an airport) leads Muslims to adopt strategies whereby they can avoid 

unpleasant encounters, and how these strategies impede citizenship behaviours. For 

example, respondents report that, in trying to avoid the suspicious scrutiny of authorities, 

they are forced to act in such a way that they can avoid interaction – thus, they refrain from 

smiling or from offering their help to others. The same authors also highlight how the fact 

that Muslims feel that their identities are devalued and that they are not recognized as full 

citizens, be it in everyday interactions (Hopkins & Blackwood, 2011) or in specific settings 

(Blackwood, Hopkins, & Reicher, 2013), creates a sense of alienation (losing a sense of 

agency).  

When it comes to research that investigates perceived discrimination as a dependent variable 

(as we do in one of our studies), this research tries to explain such discrimination by pointing 

either to individual-level characteristics or to contextual factors. 

As for individual-level characteristics, research findings reveal that the level of perceived 

discrimination varies according to ethnic group, gender, and generation. Zainiddinov’s study 

(2016) reveals that racialized Muslims (who belong to non-white ethnic groups in the US) are, 

with the exception of Asian Muslims, more likely to report having experienced discrimination 

than “white” Muslims. This difference, however, disappears for almost all the groups when 

socio-demographic characteristics are taken into account. As for Muslim women, they are 

significantly less likely to perceive discrimination than Muslim men, which contradicts 

hypotheses based on cumulative socio-cultural disadvantages. As for generational 

background, a study reveals that being born or living in Britain/France for a long time actually 

increases the likelihood of perceiving group discrimination among Muslims: in fact, Muslims 

who are “more incorporated”, i.e. second-generation Muslims and long-term Muslim 

 
51 Authors do not refer explicitly to “perceived discrimination” but rather to “experiences of misrecognition” 
that arise when Muslims are asked inappropriate questions by security agents, experience hyper-surveillance, 
or are looked at suspiciously. All of these experiences are forms of more or less subtle discrimination that, 
when they are perceived, we would categorize as perceived discrimination (see section Effects of and 
responses to discrimination: ethnic penalties, perception, and coping for a discussion). 
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immigrants, are more likely to perceive discrimination than first-generation and short-term 

Muslim immigrants (Yazdiha, 2019).  

Yazdiha goes beyond individual-level correlates of perceived discrimination, and introduces 

country-level factors, too. In fact, Muslims living in countries characterized by more inclusive 

settings52 (France and Britain) are more likely to report experiences of discrimination than 

Muslims living in countries with less inclusive features (Germany and Spain). Also, in inclusive 

settings, second-generation Muslims are more likely to perceive general hostility than first-

generation Muslims. She offers three possible explanations to account for this puzzling 

finding, echoing the explanations of the paradox of integration provided by other authors 

(Lamont et al., 2016; Verkuyten, 2016). She lays particular emphasis on the different levels of 

expectation and cultural repertoire that exist between the two generations:  

“[G]roups who are socioeconomically or racially advantaged may have greater 

expectations of inclusion in an inclusionary host society than groups with long 

histories of oppression. Individual experiences of discrimination may also have 

different effects across national contexts, for example, in legal contexts more 

amenable to categorizing discrimination. […] The generational gap in perceptions 

might be explored by bridging segmented assimilation theory with cultural 

sociology to examine how the native-born draw upon a broader cultural 

repertoire, enabling the formation of perceptions of discrimination and its 

contestation” (Yazdiha, 2019, p. 795).  

Another contextual predictor of perceived discrimination among Muslims examined by 

scholars is the salience of symbolic boundaries. Trittler comes to the unexpected finding that, 

when religious symbolic boundaries are salient, i.e. when a majority group defines 

nationhood in terms of religious belonging (as is the case, for example, in Ireland, Bavaria, 

North Rhine-Westphalia, and northwestern Switzerland), Muslims are less likely to 

experience discrimination. Conversely, when secular symbolic boundaries characterize a 

majority group, i.e. when a significant proportion of the population is relatively unreligious 

(as in France and Brussels, as well as some parts of England, Germany, and Sweden), Muslims 

 
52 Yazdiha builds an index of inclusiveness from 0 to 6 that collapses indexes for citizenship regimes, migrant 
integration policies, and anti-discrimination policies (Yazdiha, 2019, p. 788). 
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report having experienced discrimination more often. The author explains these puzzling 

findings as other scholars do, pointing out that boundaries in Western Europe seem to be 

drawn along religious/non-religious rather than denominational lines (Carol, Helbling, & 

Michalowski, 2015), and that a secular understanding of belonging might result in the 

stigmatization of religious minorities.  

Thus, there is evidence that the perception of discrimination among Muslims in the West has 

significant implications for their well-being and their lives in society. What can best explain 

the patterns of these perceptions are individual-level factors, such as ethnicity (racialized 

Muslims are more likely to experience discrimination), generation (second-generation 

Muslims seem to perceive more discrimination), and gender (women are less likely to report 

having been discriminated against). The experience of discrimination among Muslims is also 

influenced by more or less inclusive contexts and the way that boundaries are drawn between 

majorities and minorities. While most comparative studies have focused on intra-religious 

comparisons (i.e. they compare perceived discrimination among Muslims from different 

ethnic groups), and have measured these perceptions using general measurements, there has 

been little research on the extent to which the perception of discrimination among Muslims 

resembles the perception of discrimination among religious groups with a majority or 

minority status. It is precisely this resemblance that we investigate in the second study of this 

thesis, and we do so by using a fine-grained means of measuring the perception of 

discrimination that allows us to discern how widespread this perception is in different life 

domains. 

The gendered side of Islamophobia 

There has been much research on how Muslim women experience discrimination, which is a 

result especially of their enhanced visibility when they wear the hijab, and of the fact that 

their experience of exclusion is situated at the intersection of systems of oppression such as 

xenophobia, Islamophobia, sexism, etc.53 

 
53 See section Discrimination against Muslims: racism and Islamophobia for a more detailed theoretical 
treatment of intersection. 
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Research on objective discrimination against Muslim women in general, i.e. research that 

does not focus on their wearing of the hijab, provides mixed results: while some studies focus 

either on women (Adida et al., 2010) or on men (Pierné, 2013),54 those that test the gender 

effect sometimes point to a stronger disadvantage for Muslim men on the labour market 

(Valfort, 2018), sometimes to a stronger disadvantage for Muslim women (Berthoud & 

Blekesaune, 2007), and sometimes to no difference between the two (Connor & Koenig, 2015; 

Heath & Martin, 2013). As for the perception of discrimination, findings are also mixed, with 

Muslim men being more likely to report having experienced discrimination in the US (Dana et 

al., 2019; Zainiddinov, 2016), but the opposite being the case in France, where Muslim women 

perceive more discrimination than their male counterparts (Yazdiha, 2019). 

A very different picture emerges when it comes to studies on discrimination against visible 

Muslim women,55 these studies yielding results that are more consistent. For one thing, the 

studies provide clear evidence of a negative hijab-effect in different life domains. For 

example, in a courtesy situation, hijab-wearers are much less likely to receive help from 

bystanders than majority members or immigrants not wearing religious clothing (Choi, 

Poertner, & Sambanis, 2021). The same is true of the labour market, where a female Muslim 

candidate for a job who wears the hijab is much less likely to be invited to a job interview 

than a candidate with identical qualifications and background who does not do so. In 

Germany, to be offered a job interview, a Turkish woman without the hijab must send 4.5 

more applications than an identical German candidate, but a Turkish woman with the hijab 

must send 3.2 times more applications than a Turkish candidate without the hijab 

(Weichselbaumer, 2020). This is the case in the Netherlands, too, where wearing the hijab 

places the woman in a disadvantageous position relative not only to majority members, but 

also to Muslim women who do not wear the hijab (Fernández-Reino et al., 2022). In short, 

“[d]iscrimination occurs against female immigrants, and the level of discrimination increases 

if they wear a headscarf, which points to multiple discrimination” (Weichselbaumer, 2020, p. 

614). However, the extent of discrimination seems to vary according to national context and 

 
54 This is mostly done in field experiments because of the difficulty of accounting for a gap between male and 
female applicants due to an a priori probability of motherhood. 
55 Visible Muslim men are also more exposed to racism and marginalization. On this topic, see, for example: 
(Hopkins, 2004). 
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whether candidates apply for a job that has a high level of customer contact (Fernández-Reino 

et al., 2022). 

Wearing the hijab is also a strong predictor of perceived discrimination among Muslim 

women. Dana and his colleagues (2019) use data from a large population survey to show that 

Muslim women who wear the hijab are more likely to report having been discriminated 

against than Muslim women who do not wear one, this being the case across various life 

domains. What is more, wearing the hijab is one of the strongest indicators of perceived 

discrimination. Once the hijab is accounted for, however, it appears that men are more likely 

than women to perceive discrimination. While associated with a higher level of perceived 

discrimination, wearing the hijab also lessens the negative effects of perceived discrimination 

on a person’s well-being. Despite increasing the risks of visibility, wearing the hijab has a 

“protective function”: namely, it is associated with “greater life satisfaction and fewer 

symptoms of psychological distress” (Jasperse et al., 2012, p. 263). These findings echo what 

other authors find in qualitative interview material: namely, that women who wear the hijab 

do indeed experience stigmatization and are especially vulnerable to Islamophobic 

discrimination and mis-categorization (Allen, 2015; Carr, 2016; Hopkins & Greenwood, 2013; 

Najib & Hopkins, 2019), but that doing so also allows them to consolidate their identity and 

thereby alleviate the psychological stress caused by discrimination (Droogsma, 2007; Hopkins 

& Greenwood, 2013). 

In short, what the research on the discrimination experienced by Muslim women wearing the 

hijab shows is that they are more likely to perceive discrimination and to be objectively 

penalized in different life domains, but that wearing the hijab also lessens the negative effect 

of these experiences on their well-being. Such discrimination is peculiar in that it involves 

multiple systems of oppression. What is less known, however, is the different forms that these 

discriminatory experiences take, and how the social world is segregated for women wearing 

the hijab. 

Responses to anti-Muslim discrimination 

With some exceptions, there has been relatively little research on how Muslims respond to 

experiences of discrimination in the West. Some quantitative studies suggest that there is a 
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correlation between the perception of discrimination (Maliepaard et al., 2015; Simon & 

Tiberj, 2013) or of less welcoming/accommodating contexts (Connor, 2010; Phalet, 

Maliepaard, Fleischmann, & Güngör, 2013) on the one hand, and the strength of religious 

identification under specific conditions, such as the degree to which Muslim immigrants are 

established in a country, on the other. Some evidence also points to an alleviating role of co-

ethnic social ties (be they local or transnational) on the negative effect of perception of 

discrimination among Muslims (Arat & Bilgili, 2021). However, the direction of these 

correlations is unclear, i.e. does experiencing stigmatization make Muslims identify more 

strongly with their religion or socialize more strongly with their co-ethnics, or is it Muslims 

who identify strongly with their religion/co-ethnics and who are therefore potentially more 

visible who experience more discrimination? It is also unclear whether a person’s stronger 

identification with religion and stronger social ties with co-ethnics is one of a number of 

voluntary strategies that the person adopts to cope with discrimination, or whether it is 

unconscious.56  

There are few studies on voluntary responses to discrimination, and especially on strategies 

of engagement such as reporting discrimination to specialist bodies or seeking legal support. 

It has been shown that Muslims underreport discrimination: despite high levels of perceived 

discrimination among Muslims in Europe, only 12% of those who felt discriminated against 

reported discrimination to a specialist body or to the place where the instance of 

discrimination occurred (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017b). Other 

studies have provided evidence of this underreporting at a national level (Allen, 2015; Carr, 

2016; Poynting & Noble, 2004).  

Studies remain relatively vague when addressing the question of why Muslims rarely report 

their experiences of discrimination. Shammas (2015) has shown through focus groups that 

Muslim and Arab college students in the US underreport discrimination in surveys because of 

its perceived social costs and the difficulty of being sure that they have been discriminated 

against. Carr suggests that “they become homo-œconomicus, measuring their options as to 

 
56 In the case of specific religious practices, Haddad’s study suggests, for example, that the number of Muslim 
women wearing the hijab increased in the US in the aftermath of 9/11, and that the hijab became a symbol of 
resistance against the anti-Islamic policies that followed (Haddad 2007). Peek (2005) has provided similar 
results for the US context. 
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whether they should keep their experience to themselves or report to an NGO” (Carr, 2016, 

pp. 138-139). The FRA reports roughly group the main reasons for not reporting together as 

the perceived futility of doing so, the normalization of such experiences, and the lack of 

awareness that statutory organizations and services actually exist (European Union Agency 

for Fundamental Rights, 2009, 2017b). Finally, Poynting and Noble (2004) highlight similar 

reasons why there was an underreporting of experiences of discrimination among Arabs and 

Muslims in Australia: namely, the perceived futility of reporting discrimination or fear of not 

being taken seriously, unawareness of supporting bodies, the perceived risks associated with 

complaining, and the inability to identify the offender. Beyond claims of discrimination at the 

national level, socio-legal scholars have tried to explain why some minorities engage and 

others do not engage in international court cases dealing with minority rights. For example, 

Harms (2021) demonstrates that what encourages or discourages groups or people from 

pursuing legal claims to do with religious freedom at the European Court of Human Rights are 

not only institutional structures and access to legal support, but also organizational identities 

and the position of the minority in power relations, Muslim pressure groups being more likely 

to refrain from going to Strasbourg because losing the case “would add to their 

marginalization” in their domestic settings and would not serve the purpose of community-

building. 

There is also a dearth of research on strategies of disengagement, but it is worth mentioning 

the handful of studies that there are. Najib and Hopkins (2019) have demonstrated through 

qualitative interviews that Muslim women wearing the hijab in Paris who are discriminated 

against usually adopt strategies not only of disengagement (namely, avoiding places where 

discrimination can occur, or making themselves less visible), but also of engagement (e.g. 

actively challenging negative representations of hijabis). In the US context, it appears that 

Muslims faced an increase in discriminatory behaviour such as social exclusion after the 9/11 

attacks, which restricted their access to leisure activities. Qualitative interviews reveal that, 

in order to avoid discriminatory settings, these individuals used disengagement strategies, 

such as avoiding travelling and  “blending in” (Livengood & Stodolska, 2004). 

What stands out in the research on how Muslims respond to discrimination is that certain 

circumstances might see them turning to religion to cope with exclusion, but that there is no 

certainty here with regard to causality, and nor to whether it is conscious. When it comes to 
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the conscious strategies that people use to cope with discrimination, very few Muslims 

choose to report their experiences to specialist bodies; what is not known, however, is 

whether the extent of underreporting among Muslims is comparable to that among other 

minorities. Also, our understanding of the reasons for such underreporting is very superficial 

and focuses on micro-level factors only. Calls to address meso-level factors such as the 

availability of cultural repertoires and situational conditions to explain why members of 

minorities choose one or the other strategy to cope with discrimination (Koenig, 2017; 

Lamont et al., 2016) have gone largely unheeded. The last study in this thesis seeks to close 

this gap by comparing the reporting of discrimination and the reasons for (not) reporting 

among Muslims and Jews. 

1.3 Context: the specificity and generalizability of the Swiss case 

When studying discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland, we should note three points in 

particular. First, Muslims represent a sizeable proportion of the resident population, have 

diverse migratory backgrounds, and their specificities are known from representative 

population surveys. Second, the legal framework in Switzerland prohibits racial discrimination 

and provides monitoring systems that allow racist incidents to be tracked and racial 

discrimination to be addressed legally. Third, as a semi-direct democracy, Switzerland is a 

country where the population is regularly called upon to vote on popular initiatives or in 

referendums on Islam-specific laws.57 In some regards, Switzerland is comparable to other 

Western European countries, while in others it is distinct, thus making it possible to generalize 

the Swiss case up to a point. This section aims to present the socio-demographic and 

structural specificities of Switzerland for two reasons: they are crucial to helping us 

understand the interpretation and political implications of the results of the four studies; and 

they provide important information on the sources of data used in the studies. 

 
57 The ban on constructing minarets (known as the “anti-minaret law”) has been inscribed in article 72 al.3 of 
the Constitution since 2009, and the ban on full-face covering (known as the “anti-burqa law”) in article 197 
al.12 of the federal Constitution since 2021, and in cantonal constitutions before that. The aforementioned 
articles are available at: https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/fr#art_72 and 
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/fr#art_197 respectively (accessed 28 April 2022). 
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Muslims in Switzerland 

The Swiss confederation has collected data on the religious affiliation of the resident 

population aged 15 and over since 1850, and has included the possibility of indicating “Islam” 

or specific branches of Islam since 1970. These data, collected by the Federal Statistical Office 

(FSO) through a federal population census (FPS) until 2000 and through a “relevé structurel” 

(RS) since then, allow researchers to give accurate estimates of the proportion of self-

declared Muslims in Switzerland over the decades, as well as the socio-demographic 

specificities of this population. The question that the RS currently asks to capture religious 

affiliation is: “What church or religious community do you belong to?”58 The FSO also carries 

out population surveys, such as the Language, Religion and Culture Survey (LRCS), which 

phrases the question slightly differently: “To which church, religious community or spiritual 

current do you feel close?”59 

Since this thesis uses data from the FSO (among others), we can define a Muslim as any 

individual who identifies himself or herself with Islam in general or with any specific Islamic 

denomination such as Sunnism, Shiism, or Sufism, regardless of actual beliefs and 

practices.60 To investigate the stigmatization and discrimination that minorities experience 

obviously raises the question of (sometimes wrongly) ascribed group membership. Indeed, 

individuals who possess certain attributes can be wrongly perceived as Muslims when in fact 

they are not (an Arabic-sounding name for a Coptic Catholic or the wearing of a veil by 

Orthodox women from Eritrea, for example), and they can experience discrimination 

originally directed at Muslims. Although these specific cases are of course one expression of 

 
58 Our translation (original question: De quelle Église ou de quelle communauté religieuse faites-vous partie?). 
For a detailed view on the history of the Swiss data collection strategies and the evolution of the questions 
asked and response options in official surveys and censuses, see (Stolz, Amiotte-Suchet, & Fortin, 2009). The 
methodological documents on official censuses and surveys regarding religion are available at: 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/fr/home/statistiques/population/langues-
religions/religions.assetdetail.1900342.html (accessed 18 April 2022). 
59 Our translation (original question: De quelle Eglise, communauté religieuse ou courant spirituel vous sentez-
vous proche?). The methodological documents on the LRCS are available at: 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/fr/home/statistiques/population/enquetes/esrk.html  (accessed 18 April 2022). 
60 This definition of group membership is based on auto-identification, which differs from a sociological 
definition that considers a Muslim to be any person who is born to at least one Muslim parent. The latter 
definition is problematic because it could include individuals who actually identify with other religions or to no 
religion, and because in an exogamous family it arbitrarily favours the Islamic over the other affiliation (the 
child of a Christian and a Muslim would be categorized as a Muslim). 
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the stigmatization and discrimination experienced by Muslims, we will barely discuss it in the 

present thesis. 

The proportion of Muslims in the resident population aged 15 and over rose between 1970 

and 2020 from less than 1% to 5.4%,61 the Pew Research Center providing an estimation that 

included children of 6.1% in 2016. This situation reflects that of neighbouring countries, 

although comparisons are not ideal since the methods of data collection vary:62 Muslims also 

account for 6.1% of the total resident population in Germany, while they represent 6.9% in 

Austria, 4.8% in Italy, and 8.8% in France. The overall proportion of Muslims in Europe63 was 

4.9% in 2016 (Pew Research Center, 2017, p. 4). 

The Muslim population in Switzerland is characterized by certain demographic features that 

mirror those in Europe in general: namely, they are on average younger than the majority 

population, and most have a migratory background. Indeed, Muslims constitute an especially 

young population in Switzerland, since 48% are between 15 and 34, and very few are older 

than 64, with men being overrepresented. Most live in urban centres, and are concentrated 

in cantons with large economic, political and industrial centres such as Zurich/Geneva, Bern, 

and Aargau/Sankt Gallen respectively. While many have a migratory background, with 97% 

being from the first or second generation, 40% now have Swiss citizenship (Federal Statistical 

Office, 2016, 2020; Schneuwly Purdie, 2009).  

As in many other Western European countries, the presence of Muslims in Switzerland is in 

fact due mostly to migration (Pew Research Center, 2009, p. 21). The immigration and 

settlement of Muslims in Switzerland is commonly divided into four “moments” or waves: 

economic immigration; familial reunification; political and humanitarian immigration; second 

and third generations (Schneuwly Purdie & Lathion, 2003; Schneuwly Purdie, 2009). The first 

wave started in the 1960s when Switzerland experienced an economic boom and needed 

manpower; this manpower was taken from Turkey and Yugoslavia, following a period of 

recruitment in the South of Europe in the 1950s. Hence, this first migratory movement 

 
61 Results of the FPS (1970-2000) and the RS (2010-2020) are available at: 
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/fr/home/statistiques/population/langues-religions/religions.html (accessed 18 
April 2022). 
62 France, for example, has not allowed population censuses to collect data on religious belonging since 1872 
(Dargent, 2009), and provides less reliable data collected in population surveys. 
63 This Pew Research Center report defines Europe as the 28 EU countries plus Norway and Switzerland. 
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represented a temporary immigration and most of these Muslims were unaccompanied men. 

Swiss law has allowed family reunification since the mid-1970s, but not without political 

controversy. The arrival of women and children led to more balanced gender ratios and 

marked the beginning of permanent settlement in Switzerland. 1991 marked the beginning 

of political and humanitarian immigration, with the arrival of refugees fleeing wars (mainly 

Yugoslavia, but also Lebanon, Iraq, and Palestine) and famines (Somalia, Sudan). For these 

reasons, the Muslim population in Switzerland is mostly made up of individuals from the 

former Yugoslavia and from Turkey, with a small minority of Arabic-speaking persons. The 

distribution of origins varies between linguistic regions, since most people from the Maghreb 

reside in French-speaking Switzerland, while German-speaking Switzerland is home to more 

people from Turkey and the Balkans. These differences are due to linguistic affinities linked 

to the history of the countries of origin. Finally, Switzerland already had second and third 

generations of Muslims (i.e. individuals who were born and entirely educated in the country) 

by the end of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century.  

The proportion of the Muslim population who are Swiss citizens has therefore never stopped 

growing (Schneuwly Purdie & Lathion, 2003; Schneuwly Purdie, 2009), but nevertheless 

remains low (40%) compared to other European countries, where Muslims hold citizenship in 

53% of cases (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017b, p. 10). The relatively 

low percentage of Muslims who are Swiss nationals can be explained by the fact that Swiss 

naturalization is based on the concept of ius sanguinis, meaning that individuals born in 

Switzerland are not automatically granted citizenship unless one of their parents is Swiss. To 

apply for citizenship, people from the first and second generation must have resided in the 

country for at least ten years and meet certain additional criteria, with a somewhat simplified 

process for the third generation and for individuals married to Swiss nationals. Moreover, the 

system of naturalization in Switzerland is peculiar: the attribution of citizenship is regulated 

not by the state but rather by the municipalities, which means that the criteria used to grant 

citizenship vary in their restrictiveness (Helbling, 2010b). There has been evidence of 

discrimination when it comes to granting citizenship to applicants from Muslim majority 

countries (former Yugoslavia and Turkey), but the cause of this discrimination could not be 

confirmed as Islamophobia (Hainmueller & Hangartner, 2013). 
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In addition to its cultural diversity, the Muslim population is also religiously diverse. An FSO 

population survey published in 2020 (Federal Statistical Office, 2020) showed that Muslims 

are the religious group that attends religious services least often (immediately after the 

“nones”, i.e. individuals with no religious affiliation): almost half (45.8%) had not been to a 

religious service once in the previous 12 months, while 13% had been once a week. In terms 

of prayer, a third of Muslims had not prayed once in the previous 12 months (a proportion 

similar to Catholics, minority Christians, and other religions), while 13.5% reported that they 

had prayed several times a day. As for belief in a unique god, Muslims, like Evangelicals, stand 

out, with 92.3% adhering to this belief. While providing information on general trends 

regarding the religiosity of Muslims, these statistics fail to grasp how qualitatively diverse 

Muslims are when it comes to living and interpreting their religion. Qualitative research on 

this issue has revealed a multitude of religious profiles and meanings attached to different 

practices such as the wearing of the headscarf (Gianni, Schneuwly Purdie, Jenny, & Lathion, 

2010; Schneuwly Purdie, 2010). 

The system of religious regulation has a direct impact on how Islam is organized in 

Switzerland. In fact, while federal law guarantees the principle of freedom of conscience and 

belief in article 15 of the Constitution, article 72 al. 1 of the Constitution states that the 

responsibility for managing the relationship between the religious communities and the state 

lies with the cantons.64 Therefore, we could say that there exist as many regulations as there 

are cantons. However, most of the 26 cantons grant public law recognition to the historical 

churches (Roman Catholic and Protestant), and have cantonal constitutions that allow 

minority communities to obtain public interest recognition, which can be gained by minority 

communities if they meet certain criteria, and which come with different rights and 

obligations.65 Among other benefits, these rights usually include subsidies for activities of 

public interest, tax exemption, and access to chaplaincies in hospitals and prisons.66 Six 

cantons have recognized Jewish communities so far, while public interest recognition has 

 
64 Article 15 of the Swiss Constitution is available at:  
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/en#art_15, and article 72 is available at: 
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/en#art_72 (accessed 19 April 2022). 
65 For a detailed presentation of the state recognition system and its implications, see, for example: (Pahud de 
Mortanges, 2018). 
66 See, for example, the “law on the recognition of religious communities and on the 
relations between the State and religious communities recognized as being of public interest” of the canton 
Vaud: https://www.lexfind.ch/tolv/134760/fr. 
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been granted to one Muslim community (the Alevi community in the canton of Basel city in 

2012).  

Beyond its symbolic dimension, such recognition as a “déclaration d’intégration sociale” or a 

“label de qualité” (Pahud de Mortanges, 2018, p. 123) can also provide financial support 

through subsidies and tax exemption. Without state recognition, communities depend 

entirely on donations and help from other countries, and they have to formalize their 

existence under legal forms of private law such as associations or foundations. For these 

reasons, Islam is organized in Switzerland in a complex mosaic of associations and federations 

of associations, these being created either on confessional or on ethnic grounds. As an 

example, the canton of Geneva counted 21 associations in 2013, some of which were 

represented by one umbrella organization, there being 20 such umbrella organizations (Banfi, 

2013) and more than 300 religious congregations in the whole country (Monnot & stolz, 2014, 

p. 81).  

In some respects, the Swiss case is quite similar to other European countries, and can be 

generalized with a certain degree of caution. First, in socio-demographic terms, Switzerland 

is close to the European average (4.9%), with 6.1% of its population being Muslim, which 

places it between Portugal, with the smallest proportion of Muslims (0.4%), and France, with 

the largest (8.8%) (Pew Research Center, 2017). Also, as in other European countries, the 

Muslim presence in Switzerland is due mainly to the wave of immigration that started after 

World War II as a response to an economic need, when it was thought that the presence of 

Muslims would be temporary. Where these immigrants come from differs for historical 

reasons, however: due to their ancient relationships with Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman 

Empire, Switzerland, Germany and Austria have a Muslim population that comes 

predominantly from Turkey and the Balkans; because of their colonial past, France, Spain and 

the Netherlands have a Muslim population that comes mainly from the Maghreb; also 

because of its past colonies, the UK has a Muslim population that comes mostly from South 

Asia; and, as a final example, Italy has a Muslim population predominantly from the Maghreb 

due to its geographical proximity to North Africa (Mohiuddin, 2017, pp. 394-395).  

Second, the system of religious regulation that privileges the historical churches (public law) 

and that makes it difficult for minorities to obtain a reduced level of recognition (public 
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interest) fits the definition of “bright boundaries” that Alba uses to describe two neighbouring 

countries, France and Germany: for Alba, religion is a site of boundary construction, and “the 

ways in which Christian religions have been institutionalized and constitute, through customs 

and habits of thought, part of the definition of ‘who we are’ make it difficult for Islam to 

achieve parity” (Alba, 2005, p. 32). In this sense, religious regulation in Switzerland marks a 

bright (unambiguous) boundary between the Christian in-group and the Muslim out-group. 

As noted by Alba, established religions in Germany also benefit from financial support, and 

German citizens oppose granting Islam parity. While the institutionalization of Christianity is 

more subtle in France, it nevertheless produces a bright boundary for Muslims (Helbling & 

Traunmüller, 2016, p. 398). Furthermore, there is evidence that such state support for 

majority religions has a negative impact on majority attitudes towards Muslims: in Swiss 

cantons characterized by high levels of favouritism to the historical churches, citizens are 

more likely to think that there are too many Muslims in the country, that they should not be 

allowed to build minarets, and that headscarves should be banned in public spaces (Helbling 

& Traunmüller, 2016).  

Direct democracy, politics, and Muslims 

These general negative attitudes reflect symbolic boundaries between Muslim minorities on 

the one hand, and the majority population on the other, which, despite its rapidly decreasing 

religiosity (Helbling & Traunmüller, 2016; Stolz & Senn, p. 397), identifies with a Christian 

heritage, these boundaries having crystalized in different ways at the national level.  

First, these negative attitudes towards Muslims have translated into popular votes at the 

federal and cantonal level. As a semi-direct democracy, Switzerland regularly calls upon its 

population to vote on popular initiatives67 related to Muslims and Islam, these initiatives often 

being championed by right-wing political parties such as the Swiss People’s Party, which since 

2001 has increasingly problematized Islam in terms of the presumed threat that it poses 

(Direnberger, Banfi, & Eskandari, 2022). For example, the ban on constructing minarets 

(known as the “anti-minaret law”) has been inscribed in article 72 al.3 of the Constitution 

 
67 A popular initiative is a way for the population to ask for a modification of the federal or cantonal 
Constitutions. Citizens who want to launch the initiative need to collect a certain number of signatures in 
favour of their proposition within a certain period of time. If they succeed, the Parliament decides whether it is 
valid and, if so, puts it to a popular vote. 
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since 2009, and the ban on full-face covering (known as the “anti-burqa law”) in article 197 

al.12 of the federal Constitution since 2021, and in cantonal constitutions before that.68 Also, 

the initiative that aimed to facilitate the naturalization of second- and third-generation 

immigrants was rejected in 2004, its opponents framing the public debate in terms of the 

increased threat posed by the Muslim population (Lindemann & Stolz, 2014). The same 

“Islamization” of public debates on immigration (Behloul, 2009) could be observed with the 

federal initiative “against mass immigration” that aimed to limit immigration through quotas, 

resulting in its acceptance in 2014. 

More specifically, questions dealing with the wearing of Islamic clothing have been the 

subject of heated political debate in Switzerland. For example, during the campaign on the 

“anti-burqa law”, TV and radio debates often slipped from talking about the niqab or burqa 

(full-face covering) to talking about the hijab (headscarf), the latter not being covered by the 

law. Another example is the passing of the “Loi sur la laïcité” in Geneva in 2019, which resulted 

in state employees being banned from wearing the hijab.69 Finally, the issue of pupils wearing 

the hijab in schools has been the subject of highly mediatized court cases and statements in 

parliament.70 

Second, the unique citizenship regime of Switzerland has important implications for Muslim 

immigrants and their descendants with regard to their access to citizenship. As a set of criteria 

defining the symbolic boundaries of the nation, naturalization policies formally decide on who 

can be considered a full member of the nation-state and who must be excluded, and are 

therefore important spaces of boundary-making. Since it follows the ius sanguinis principle of 

citizenship, Switzerland does not automatically grant Swiss citizenship to individuals born on 

Swiss territory, and it is relatively difficult for such individuals to obtain citizenship.71 

 
68 The aforementioned articles are available at: https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/fr#art_72 and 
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/fr#art_197 respectively (accessed 28 April 2022). 
69 This law can be consulted at: https://silgeneve.ch/legis/data/rsg_a2_75.htm (accessed 8 September 2022).  
70 See, for example, the proposition submitted to the National Council in 2020 entitled “Prohibit the wearing of 
veils by children in compulsory schools and pre-schools. A question of equality and protection of the child, not 
a religious question” (our translation): https://www.parlament.ch/fr/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-
vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20204728 (accessed 8 September 2022). 
71 To be granted naturalization, a person must fulfill different criteria: uninterrupted residency for at least 10 
years, respect of the legal order, not being a threat to the security of the country, and being “integrated”. This 
last criteria is judged at the local level, and can take the form of exams testing knowledge of Swiss history, 
traditions, language skills, and politics (Helbling, 2010a, pp. 35-36). 
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Moreover, given its strong federalism, Switzerland is the only country in the world where 

naturalization is regulated at the local level: each municipality decides on the criteria and 

procedures governing whether a foreigner is granted citizenship, with members of the local 

population being directly involved in the final decision (Helbling, 2008b). Hence, as 

researchers have shown, there are significant variations across the country with regard to the 

proportion of applicants for citizenship who are rejected. 

There is evidence that individuals from majority Muslim countries are much more likely to be 

rejected when they apply for citizenship. For example, most people rejected between 1990 

and 2002 were from Muslim countries, mainly Turkey and the former Yugoslavia, which can 

be explained primarily by the local population's general understanding of citizenship, and by 

their level of involvement in the decision-making process: the more the local population have 

a restrictive understanding of citizenship and the more they are directly involved in the 

decision-making process (through popular votes at ballot), the more they are likely to reject 

candidates from Muslim countries (Helbling, 2010a). Hainmueller and Hangartner (2013) 

produced similar results, their study showing that Turkish people and people from the former 

Yugoslavia have clear disadvantages when it comes to obtaining Swiss citizenship in 

municipalities using secret-ballot referendums to decide whether a candidate should be 

granted citizenship. 

These examples of popular votes and naturalization policies that result in the exclusion of 

Muslims from society in Switzerland provide some idea of how direct democratic instruments 

can lead to more restrictive policies and social closure.  

Anti-discrimination legislation and enforcement agencies 

To understand some of the methodological choices made in this thesis, it is important to take 

account of the legal framework surrounding racial discrimination in Switzerland and how this 

legal framework is implemented. Like all other European countries (European Commission, 

2017),72 Switzerland has legal provisions prohibiting racial discrimination, formalized in its 

Constitution (Cst.) and in its Criminal Code (CP).  

 
72 Although all EU member states have legal provisions against racial discrimination, the levels of protection 
and implementation vary. For example, some countries (Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, Poland, and Sweden) were 
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In the Constitution, the foundation of the prohibition of discriminaton lies in the principle of 

equality as stated in article 8. It was only in 2000, when the revised version of the Constitution 

came into force, that the explicit prohibition was added to this article in the second alinea, 

including religious grounds. Finally, the Constitution also compels the authorities to respect 

fundamental rights, including non-discrimination, and to contribute actively to their 

realization:  

All human beings are equal before the law (Art.8 al.1 Cst.). 

No one shall be discriminated against on the basis of origin, race, sex, age, 

language, social status, lifestyle, religious, philosophical or political beliefs, or 

physical, mental or psychological disability (Art.8 al.2 Cst.). 

Anyone who performs a state task is obliged to respect fundamental rights and 

to contribute to their realization (Art.35 Cst.).73 

These principles are translated into legal provisions in the Criminal Code (Art.261 bis CP) and 

the Military Criminal Code (Art.171c CPM), which explicitly criminalize any form of racial 

discrimination in the public sphere, threatening up to three years’ imprisonment and/or a 

fine:  

any person who publicly denigrates or discriminates against another or a group 

of persons on the grounds of their race, ethnic origin, religion or sexual 

orientation in a manner that violates human dignity, whether verbally, in writing 

or pictorially, by using gestures, through acts of aggression or by other means, or 

any person who on any of these grounds denies, trivialises or seeks justification 

for genocide or other crimes against humanity, […]  shall be liable to a custodial 

sentence not exceeding three years or to a monetary penalty (Art.261 bis CP).74 

 
sent letters of notice by the European Commission “as their national laws do not fully or accurately transpose 
EU rules on combating racism and xenophobia by means of criminal law”. 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/inf_21_441 (accessed 20 April 2022). 
73 Our translation. For the original text in French, see https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/fr#a8 and  
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1999/404/fr#a35 (accessed 20 April 2022). 
74 Their translation, which is available at: https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/54/757_781_799/en (accessed 
21 April 2022). 
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This legal provision, commonly known as the “anti-racism law” and accepted by the Swiss 

people in 1993, came into force in 1994 as a consequence of Switzerland’s adherence to the 

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) in 

1971. Indeed, by ratifying this binding convention, Switzerland was compelled to pursue a 

policy that aimed to “prohibit and bring to an end, by all appropriate means, including 

legislation as required by circumstances, racial discrimination by any persons, group or 

organization” (Art.2 1.d. ICERD).75 Any violation of art. 261bis is prosecuted ex officio, i.e. any 

person can report to the police or to an investigating judge, and the authorities are obliged 

to initiate legal proceedings and verify the facts, with this not requiring the plaintiff to pay 

any legal fees. This provision has faced criticism from civil society and legal experts, though, 

especially regarding the question of what constitutes public discrimination and how the 

provision might contradict freedom of expression (Leimgruber, 2021). 

In addition to legislative amendments, Switzerland also had to implement several measures 

to combat racial discrimination, this leading to the creation in 1995 of an extraparliamentary 

commission, the Federal Commission against Racism (FCR), whose responsibility it is to 

coordinate these measures regarding prevention, support for victims of racism, and 

communication to diverse audiences. For example, the FCR created an online and publicly 

available database76 that contains all the legal proceedings filed under Art. 261bis CP, and 

that provides different information such as the category of the victim (Yenish, Muslim, Jew, 

black, etc.), the court decision (defendant found guilty, not guilty, etc.), the canton, the year, 

etc.  

The FCR also created a national network of centres that support victims of racism, the first 

opening in 2005 and growing in number to 21 by 2020. These centres are attached either to 

cantonal services or to civil associations, but they all benefit from state support. They provide 

free help to any person who experiences or witnesses racial discrimination, this help being 

offered in various forms (mediation, advice on how to take the offender to court, listening) 

and by counsellors (who usually work part-time) via telephone, via email, or in person. The 

counsellors record each case reported to them in a confidential and non-public database 

 
75 The ICERD text is available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-
mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-elimination-all-forms-racial (accessed 21 April 2022). 
76 The FCR database is available at: https://www.ekr.admin.ch/prestations/f518.html (accessed 21 April 2022). 
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called DoSyRa (Dokumentationssystem Rassismus), this providing information on different 

variables with regard to the case, such as type of racism (anti-Muslim, anti-Semitism, 

xenophobia, anti-black, etc.), the form of discrimination (insults, violence, placards, etc.), and 

the life domain in which the discrimination occurred (public transport, neighbourhood, 

school, state offices, etc.). The FCR draws on this database to produce an annual report that 

provides descriptive statistics on self-reported racist incidents.  

Beside state-organized efforts to combat racism, there are various civil associations that 

dedicate all or some of their activities to this end, although very few concentrate on 

Islamophobia. There are associations that deal with racism in general, and those that focus 

on certain forms of racism.77 As for religious-based racism, the Schweizerischer Israelitischer 

Gemeindebund (SIG) and the Coordination Intercommunautaire contre l’Antisémitisme et la 

Diffamation (CICAD), founded in 1904 and 1991 respectively, deal with anti-Semitism: these 

umbrella associations have monitored cases of anti-Semitism for about two decades, publish 

annual reports on these cases, and provide formal support to victims. As for Islamophobia, it 

is only recently that one of the umbrella associations, the Föderation Islamischer 

Dachorganisationen Schweiz (FIDS), has set up a digital platform where Muslim victims can 

report a case: no report has been published until now.  

These two types of bodies, whose aim is to combat racism, correspond to Allport’s typology 

of enforcement agencies, divided between public and private agencies: “All organizations 

devoted to the betterment of group relations – and there are thousands of them – can be 

classified either as public or as private78 agencies. […] Public agencies likewise include city, 

state, or federal commissions empowered to enforce antidiscrimination laws […] Private 

agencies are even more numerous in type. They can range from small “race relations” or 

“good neighbor” committees of women’s club, service club, or churches, to large-scale 

national organizations” (Allport, 1954, p. 461). 

 
77 Examples of the former are the Ligue Internationale contre le Racisme et l’Antisémitisme (LICRA), whose 
Swiss section was created in Geneva in 1971, and the Foundation against Racism and Anti-Semitism (GRA), 
founded in Zurich in 1921. Examples of the latter are the Carrefour de Réflexion et d’Action contre le Racisme 
Anti-Noir (CRAN) and the Collectif Afro Suisse, both of which deal with anti-black racism. 
78 Italics in original text. 
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Islamophobia in Switzerland: a review of empirical research 

Generally speaking, when it comes to discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland, scholars 

have mainly focused on the majority perspectives, i.e. they have looked at majority attitudes 

(prejudice) and media discourses. Less has been done, however, to address the objective 

effects on life chances for Muslims, their perception of discrimination, and their possible 

responses to it. Here, we review important studies along these lines: anti-Muslim prejudice, 

discriminatory behaviour, effects on life chances, perceived discrimination, and responses to 

discrimination. European aggregated studies using data from the Pew Research Center, ESS, 

WVS, and SCIICS (among others) regularly include Switzerland of course, but our focus here 

will be on studies that specifically investigate the Swiss case. 

Starting with prejudices, scholars have identified individual and socio-cultural factors of 

Islamophobia in Switzerland. What stands out is that being more conservatist (Stolz, 2005), 

having an ethnic (i.e. restrictive) self-understanding of national belonging (Helbling, 2008a), 

and living in a canton that favours the historical churches over religious minorities (Helbling 

& Traunmüller, 2016) is a strong predictor of anti-Muslim attitudes. It has also been shown 

that people scoring high on the importance of national identity are more likely to hold anti-

Islam attitudes (Yendell & Huber, 2020). When it comes to a more specific aspect of 

Islamophobia, i.e. hostility towards the wearing of headscarves, there seem to be three 

explanatory factors: people living in a canton characterized by government favouritism 

towards the historical churches are more likely to oppose the wearing of the hijab in public 

spaces (Helbling & Traunmüller, 2016); women who belong to the majority population are 

more inclined to accept the hijab, mainly because they tend to “hold a stronger left-wing 

political ideology, which translates into more positive stances toward multiculturalism and 

gender equality” (Sarrasin & Green, 2015); and members of the majority population are more 

likely to see the hijab as being incongruent with naturalization if they are conservative and 

live in a conservative community with a high proportion of Muslim immigrants, while non-

conformist individuals in progressive communities tend to have anti-veil attitudes if the 

proportion of Muslim immigrants is low (Fasel et al., 2013). A relatively high proportion of 

Muslim immigrants increases inter-group contact and therefore increases indirectly the 

perception of threat that the majority population has with regard to immigration; in contrast, 

the relatively high proportion of people from Northern/Western Europe indirectly decreases 
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the perception of threat (Green, Fasel, & Sarrasin, 2010). Finally, news consumption in general 

appears to have no impact on anti-Muslim attitudes (Stolz, 2005), but news coverage of crime 

committed by immigrants in particular does explain why people voted to ban the building of 

minarets in 2009 (Couttenier, Hatte, Thoenig, & Vlachos, 2021). Some of these studies point 

to the lack of differentiation between Islamophobia and xenophobia in general, since anti-

Muslim attitudes strongly correlate with the rejection of other historically recent out-groups 

(Stolz, 2005, pp. 559-560) and are explained by the same underlying factor (Helbling, 2008a).  

As for the content of anti-Muslim prejudice, studies on both its stereotypical (cognitive) and 

emotional (affective) dimensions within the majority population and majority discourses 

provide evidence of widespread negative stereotypes and attitudes with regard to Muslims 

and/or Islam in Switzerland. This field of research can range from national surveys that simply 

measure the proportion of the population who agree with stereotypes or who dislike/fear 

Muslims, to more complex qualitative analyses of the content of these stereotypes, especially 

in media coverage and political rhetoric. For example, a 2017 survey by the Pew Research 

Center revealed that 31% of the non-Muslim Swiss population would not be willing to accept 

a Muslim as a family member, while 25%  believe that “[i]n their hearts, Muslims want to 

impose their religious law on everyone else” (Pew Research Center, 2018, p. 64/71). For its 

part, an FSO national survey shows that 11% of the Swiss population agree with stereotypes 

of Muslims (that they are fanatical and aggressive, oppress women, and do not respect human 

rights), while almost a third reject Islam (Federal Statistical Office, 2019, pp. 8-10).  

As for media coverage, studies point to the negative framing of Muslims, who are depicted as 

Other, threatening, and problematic (Ettinger, 2008; Ettinger & Imhof, 2009; Ettinger & Udris, 

2009; Lindemann & Stolz, 2014, pp. 302-311), and to the negative treatment of Islam 

compared to Christianity (Dahinden, Koch, Wyss, & Keel, 2011). The media treatment of Islam 

appears to be influenced by various contextual variables such as the state-religion 

relationship and the strength of right-wing populism: unlike in Germany and Austria, where 

positions are discussed in more pragmatic terms, in Switzerland, where Islam is not 

recognized or accommodated, the statements reported in the press are justified by identity-

based and moral-universal arguments. In Switzerland as in Austria, right-wing populist views 

are predominant, which contrasts with the situation in Germany, where such views are largely 
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absent from the debate (Dolezal, Helbling, & Hutter, 2010). As for political debates, Eskandari 

and Banfi’s content analyses of parliamentary debates and legislative documents (2017) have 

highlighted how narratives supporting the banning of burqas and minarets were driven by 

Eurocentrism, undifferentiated representations of Muslims, and an instrumentalization of the 

rationales of women’s rights. Finally, more general studies have examined how the category 

of “Muslim” has become significant in identifying a new out-group over the last few decades 

(Behloul, 2009), and how Islamophobia is insufficiently framed in terms of racism (Boulila, 

2019). 

As for acts of discrimination, national reports give a somewhat incomplete idea of direct or 

structural forms of discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland. For example, the FCR 

annual reports on cases of discrimination reported to the network of centres provide 

descriptive statistics on the forms of discrimination inflicted on victims (physical violence, 

verbal aggression, exclusion, etc.), but do not provide separate results for each type of victim 

(Muslims, blacks, Jews, etc.). The only indications are to be found in the few examples 

described in the reports drawn from the DoSyRa database (see for example humanrights.ch 

& Federal Commission against Racism, 2022, p. 16), and in a list of descriptions displayed in a 

special issue of the FCR publication TANGRAM (Federal Commission against Racism, 2017, pp. 

22-26): for example, the expulsion of a Muslim woman from a sauna because she refused to 

be completely naked, and a Muslim family who faced regular insults and had unfair rules 

imposed upon them by the caretaker of the building where they lived. Examples of direct and 

structural discrimination (mostly hate crimes and anti-Muslim/Islam laws or drafts of laws) 

are also collected in the national reports on Islamophobia submitted to the Foundation for 

Political, Economic and Social Research (SETA) for their yearly European Islamophobia reports 

(see for example Ademović-Omerčić, 2018; Wäckerlig, 2020). Structural discrimination has 

also been highlighted through a study that attempts to explain the rate at which people 

reject/accept referendums on specific rights for religious minorities, this study concluding 

that decisions are largely to the detriment of Muslim communities (such as the refusal to 

grant state recognition, the ban on minarets or ritual slaughter), since people do not consider 

Muslims to be an integral part of society (Vatter & Danaci, 2010): 

Die überraschende Annahme der Minarettverbots-Initiative auf Bundesebene im 

November 2009 (Hirter u. Vatter 2010), die Verwerfung aller Vorlagen zur 
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öffentlich-rechtlichen Anerkennung der muslimischen Minderheit in den 

Kantonen sowie der vergleichsweise hohe Anteil an negativen Volks-entscheiden 

zu Ausländerrechten machen deutlich, dass das Stimmvolk besonders dann zum 

Nachteil einer Minderheit entscheidet, wenn diese in der öffentlichen 

Wahrnehmung als schlecht integriert gilt und fremde Wertevorstellungen vertritt. 

Als nicht-christliche Minderheit und Ausländer sind Muslime davon gleich in 

doppeltem Maße betroffen (Vatter & Danaci, 2010, p. 211).79 

Surprisingly, hardly any studies have tried to assess the effects of discrimination on life 

chances (4) for Muslims in Switzerland. There have, however, been two experiments on 

courtesy, which reveal strong discrimination against visible Muslim women, and four 

experiments on access to the labour market, housing, and citizenship, which investigate the 

effects that certain origins have on such access, but do not account for religious affiliation. It 

is nonetheless possible to formulate some hypotheses.  

Berger and Berger (2019) used two lost-letter experiments in Zurich to test whether hostility 

towards Muslims was in fact not xenophobia, but a reaction to what people perceived as a 

“threat to secularization”, with one hypothesis being that Muslims who display no sign of 

religiousness would not be discriminated against. Their results show that a lost letter is less 

likely to be sent back to a Muslim than to a Swiss native, and that the former is more likely to 

be sent the letter if he or she displays no sign of religiousness. For their part, Aidenberger and 

Doehne (2021) have carried out field experiments with actors wearing a headscarf to test day-

to-day discrimination, their study showing that women wearing the hijab are more likely to 

be sanctioned for violating a social norm than bare-headed women, and that the former are 

also less likely to be given help by passers-by when they ask for it. 

As for the other experiments, they all point to discrimination against individuals with Turkish 

and Kosovar origins when it comes to access to the labour market, housing, and citizenship, 

which suggests that what causes this discrimination is Islamophobia. While these studies did 

 
79 Our translation: ”The surprising approval of the initiative to ban minarets at the federal level in November 
2009 (Hirter & Vatter, 2010), the rejection of all proposals for the recognition of the Muslim minority under 
public law in the cantons, and the comparatively high proportion of negative referendums on foreigners’ rights 
make clear that the voters decide to the disadvantage of a minority in particular when this minority is 
perceived by the public as poorly integrated and represents foreign values. As a non-Christian minority and as 
foreigners, Muslims are doubly affected by this”. 



 54 

not in fact take religious belonging into account, the fact that Turkey and Kosovo are countries 

with a majority Muslim population might mean that religious discrimination is at work here. 

Regarding access to the labour market, Fibbi and colleagues have carried out two 

correspondence tests to assess whether fictional candidates from first (Fibbi, Kaya, & Piguet, 

2003) and second (Zschirnt & Fibbi, 2019) generations were disadvantaged on the labour 

market compared to candidates without a migratory background. These studies showed that, 

all qualifications and socio-demographics being equal, first-generation non-Swiss candidates 

(born abroad but having completed schooling in Switzerland), as well as second-generation 

Swiss candidates (born in Switzerland and naturalized), are less likely than their native 

counterparts to obtain a job interview. Candidates whose origins lie in Turkey or Kosovo are 

especially disadvantaged. Another study that uses the same data but explores more subtle 

discrimination, such as the tone of the response or the time that it takes for the response to 

arrive, comes to the same conclusion (Zschirnt, 2019).  

In the field of naturalization, Hainmueller and Hangartner’s natural experiment shows that 

discrimination exists in the granting of citizenship to candidates with the same origins (former 

Yugoslavia and Turkey), although the experiment could not confirm that the cause of this 

discrimination was Islamophobia (Hainmueller & Hangartner, 2013). 

Finally, as for access to housing, a correspondence test with fictitious people responding to 

an ad for a flat reveals that those with Kosovar and Turkish names are less likely to be invited 

to visit the flat than people with typical Swiss-sounding names or names from neighbouring 

countries. What explains the difference in positive response rates is ethnic discrimination, 

since the fictitious applicants only differed in their names, while being identical in every other 

respect (Auer, Lacroix, Ruedin, & Zschirnt, 2019).  

As for the question of whether and to what extent Muslims perceive this discrimination, 

research reveals high levels of perceived discrimination among the Muslim population, these 

levels varying across ethnic groups and life domains. Gianni and colleagues demonstrate that 

non-Swiss Muslims from the former Yugoslavia, Turkey and North Africa perceived significant 

levels of discrimination, with perceived group discrimination being more important than 

individually experienced discrimination. The percentages vary by group of origin, with people 
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from the Maghreb being the group that feels the most discriminated against on religious 

grounds, followed by Turks and then people from the former Yugoslavia. In terms of life 

domains, the most affected are education and the labour market  (Gianni et al., 2015, pp. 52-

56). Population surveys from the FSO and a private research institute (GFS Bern) point in a 

similar direction, showing as they do that three out of ten Muslims had perceived 

discrimination in the previous year (Federal Statistical Office, 2020, p. 28; Golder, Mousson, 

& Tschöpe, 2018, p. 4). These studies do not explore correlates and interactions, however, 

which means that their understanding of these perceptions is quite superficial. As for the 

effect that the perception of discrimination has on life chances, such as on mental health 

outcomes – this has not yet been dealt with by any research programme in Switzerland.  

Finally, there has also been no investigation at all of how Muslims in Switzerland respond to 

discrimination. 

To sum up, empirical research on discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland has mainly 

focused on majority attitudes and discourses, and has highlighted the preponderance of 

negative attitudes towards Muslims and Islam, and the fact that they are framed negatively 

in the media. What has been largely neglected in the research, however, are the objective 

effects of such negative attitudes (objective perspective). There have been very few studies 

on life chances, and the few studies that there are do not directly address religious belonging 

as a ground for discrimination. There has also been little attention paid to how the minority 

population in Switzerland experiences discrimination (minority perspective). It is these 

empirical gaps that the present thesis seeks to fill, and we do so by using different data and 

methodologies to study both perspectives (objective and minority). 

1.4 Methodology: Research opportunities, diverse data, diverse methods 

Sociology is an intellectual discipline and should indeed 

remain so. But the question is if we should let philosophical 

discourses about, say, the possibility of knowledge, capture us 

too much. There is a risk that we end up like Freud’s patient 

who always polished his glasses but never put them on 

(Brante, 2001, p. 186). 
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The individual chapters will discuss the methods used in detail. However, since we draw on 

four types of data in total, it is worth clarifying why we privilege certain types of data, and 

what our stance is on scientific research in general. 

Epistemological stance 

To echo Brante’s analogy, we could say that our aim is to put our glasses on and look at 

discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland. The question here is whether “discrimination” 

and “Muslims” are only “reified constructions” that are only made by scientific discourses and 

do not exist in reality. Or whether they do exist in social reality independently of social 

scientists, and can therefore be considered “research objects” that scientific methods can 

yield knowledge about. This kind of question has been the centre of heated epistemological 

and ontological debate in the social sciences since the 1960s, when positivism was questioned 

and opposed by relativism. We adhere in this thesis to a realist stance that is inspired by 

Brante’s realist postulates for the social sciences: namely, that “[t]here is a social reality 

existing independently of social scientists’ representations or awareness of it (ontological 

postulate for social science)”, that “[i]t is possible to achieve knowledge about this reality 

(epistemological postulate)”, and that “[a]ll knowledge is fallible — and correctable 

(methodological postulate)” (Brante, 2001, p. 172).  

This does not debunk the constructivist view that certain social phenomena are constructed 

by preconceptions, as examples of self-fulfilled prophecies illustrate, and that social 

phenomena are the products of human beings and are not naturally given. In fact, 

constructivism has achieved an important consensus in challenging essentialist approaches 

to social phenomena: social categories and mechanisms, like “ethnicity” or “inequalities”, are 

not naturally given, nor stable over time and across societies; rather, they are constructed 

and contingent. However, as Wimmer puts it, we should “go beyond this consensus” and try 

to explain why and how such categories matter (or do not matter) in the way that resources 

are allocated to different degrees and in different forms across societies and times:  

“So far, constructivist scholarship has achieved little in comparatively 

explaining these varying roles played by ethnic distinctions. The failure to 

develop a comparative analytic is perhaps due to constructivists’ 
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preoccupation with epistemological questions, with exorcising essentialism, 

reification, and objectification from the study of ethnicity. This struggle 

sometimes leads researchers to exaggerate the constructivist position and 

to overlook empirical variation in how ethnicity shapes the life of 

individuals” (Wimmer, 2013, p. 2). 

This realist postulate has important implications for the research object of this thesis. The 

category of “Muslim” is of course a social construction in the sense that language is used to 

classify a heterogenous group of human beings on the basis of a single criterion (religious 

belonging), which is itself a human construction and not a biological and immutable given. 

However, the existence of such a category has real consequences for individuals in society, 

since it is used by individuals either to define themselves (in-group identification), this being 

the case for example when a respondent indicates “Muslim” in a survey questionnaire, or to 

define others (out-group identification). What is more, the way we as social scientists define 

these categories or what categories we choose to use, changes the contours of the very 

phenomenon that we seek to describe and explain. For example, our results are very likely to 

differ greatly, depending on whether we define “Muslims” through how people define 

themselves, or through their filiation. Similarly, the phenomenon that we observe will again 

be different, if we decide that the category of “Muslim” is not relevant, but that of “non-

Christian” is.  

Whether individuals themselves identify as Muslims, or whether they are ascribed a Muslim 

identity, or whether some attributes are ascribed to this “Muslim identity” – these 

categorizations have a concrete impact on individuals, such as unequal access to resources, 

which we can call “discrimination”. Again, “discrimination” is of course a term that aims to 

encapsulate or identify a very complex reality, and our theoretical choices influence how we 

conceive it. Nonetheless, it can certainly not be regarded as being merely a construct of 

scientific discourse: “The content of scientific facts is a product of many factors. One of these 

is reality” (Brante, 2001, p. 189). 

Hence, like other scholars working on racism in general, we claim that the impact of 

categorization is real (discrimination), that it exists independently of our decision to study it, 

and that well-chosen scientific methods can at least partially describe and explain it. We also 
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believe that comparing groups is both beneficial and feasible. Comparing how Muslims 

perceive discrimination with how other minority or majority groups do so, or comparing the 

reporting behaviour of Muslims and Jews, allows us to identify both peculiarities and 

similarities, and therefore achieve a better understanding of out-group discrimination. This 

by no means hierarchizes the status of victims or minimizes one or the other experience of 

racism. As Schiffer and Wagner point out, “[t]o compare is not to equate […]. Quite the 

contrary. When comparing, one naturally also examines the differences between two things. 

To equate anti-Semitism and Islamophobia would not only be a moral problem, but an 

analytical one as well” (Schiffer & Wagner, 2011, p. 78). 

Methodological choices 

As the large empirical literature on discrimination shows, this social phenomenon can be 

analyzed by drawing on a wide range of data, by using various methods, and by answering 

many different research questions. Focusing on one or the other aspect or perspective with 

regard to the discrimination described above, researchers utilize data as varied as 

observational data from population surveys, results from field or lab experiments, qualitative 

data from in-depth interviews, records of court cases, and media content, to name a few (for 

an overview, see Pager & Shepherd, 2008; Quillian, 2006). The choice of data and the 

appropriate analytical strategies depends on factors such as the research question, the 

accessibility of the data, and disciplinary affinities.  

The methods used in this thesis take a pragmatic approach,80 and depend on data 

opportunities and research questions. In short, researchers who adhere to such an approach 

“consider the research question more important than either the method or the worldview 

supposed to underlie the method. They address their research questions with any 

methodological tools available using the pragmatic credo of ’what works’” (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 1998, p. 23). Indeed, we see methods as being not good or bad per se, but rather 

suitable or unsuitable to a certain type of data and/or a certain research question. This stance 

implies that we do not think that we must decide between supposedly mutually exclusive 

 
80 Not to be confused with a “pragmatist” approach, which is derived from the philosophical tradition of 
pragmatism that influenced the social sciences mostly through authors such as Dewey and James (Frega & 
Carreira da Silva, 2011).  
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options: either deduction or induction, either total context-dependency or generalization, 

either qualitative or quantitative data. In this, we follow Morgan in his plea for a pragmatic 

approach that privileges an iterative reasoning “that moves back and forth between induction 

and deduction”, and “where the inductive results from a qualitative approach can serve as 

inputs to the deductive goals of a quantitative approach, and vice versa” (Morgan, 2007, p. 

71). Morgan’s plea also highlights the compatibility between a realist stance and a pragmatic 

approach, when he states that, “[i]n a pragmatic approach, there is no problem with asserting 

both that there is a single ’real world’ and that all individuals have their own unique 

interpretations of that world” (Morgan, 2007, p. 72).  

Thus, while differing in terms of data, methods, and the aspect of discrimination focused 

upon, the four articles that constitute this thesis are similar regarding the social phenomenon 

that they investigate and the scientific outlook that they adopt: in one way or another, they 

all study discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland and its effects, and employ a realist 

approach by using theory, methods, and empirical data to give valid answers to research 

questions about the social reality of such discrimination.  

All in all, we draw on three types of data (observational data, qualitative interviews, registered 

cases/court proceedings regarding discrimination) from seven different datasets (LRCS 

2014/2019, RS, corpus of interviews, DoSyRa database, FCR database, SIG database, CICAD 

database) that called for specific methods and helped answer distinct research questions 

linked to perceptions of discrimination among Muslims in Switzerland, as well as the effects 

of actual discrimination, and responses to it (see Table 1 for an overview of the data). Our 

choices were driven by data opportunities and new questions that arose during our 

investigations, these calling for adequate methods and involving specific threats to validity 

that needed to be addressed.  
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This study does not adopt a mixed methods design per se (Maxwell & Loomis, 2003; Teddlie 

& Tashakkori, 2003), but it does employ a multi-method approach in that it draws on different 

types of data and adopts both quantitative and qualitative research methods. As Teddlie and 

Tashakkori point out, mixed methods and multi-method designs are often confused (Teddlie 

& Tashakkori, 2003, p. 11). The first use data collection and data analysis techniques of 

quantitative and qualitative data either in parallel or in sequential phases within a single 

research project. The latter entail studies in which different data collection procedures are 

used independently, but whose “results are then triangulated to form a comprehensive 

whole” (Morse, 2003, p. 190). 

For the first article, we were very interested when the first round of the LRCS was launched 

in 2014 and its data released in 2016 in looking at this representative population survey since 

it contained items that would allow us to replicate, this time on a national scale, Connor and 

Koenig’s well-known study of the Muslim employment gap in Europe (2015) that investigated 

whether Muslims are more disadvantaged on the labour market, and the extent to which the 

employment gap can be attributed to discrimination. This study is important because it 

addresses the difficult question of how to measure the effects of discrimination, and not just 

racial disparities, on a minority’s access to the labour market. We therefore adopted their 

methodology with the LRCS 2014 data, which contained an item on professional status. The 

method consists in logistic regression models predicting unemployment and a calculation of 

how much of the difference between Muslims and non-Muslims is explained by the models.81 

We paid special attention to interactions between level of education and religious affiliation 

to identify the role of education in accessing the labour market. An important threat to 

validity was that of collinearity between variables grasping religious affiliation and origins. We 

addressed this threat by including one broad control variable (European/non-European) to 

avoid a too strong overlapping of religious and ethnic categories. We also opted for the 

concept of “ethno-religious” penalties to avoid jumping to conclusions about the possible 

motives for discrimination that employers may have. The results are interesting in that they 

point to national-scale tendencies, demonstrate the existence of obstacles to inclusion for 

 
81 As reviewers pointed out, one could also have used a multilevel modeling approach with individuals (level 1) 
nested in cantons (level 2). We did not use this approach since we find an almost inexistant intra-class 
correlation (ICC = 0.053). 
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Muslims, and challenge the traditional assumption of the mediating role of human capital. 

Nonetheless, they fail to reveal the precise mechanisms at work and the qualitative 

differences between categories of Muslims.  

The second article uses the same dataset, since the survey from which the dataset comes also 

contains detailed items on the perception of discrimination in different life domains across 

Switzerland that had not been investigated before. Coupled with items on religious belonging 

and religious/ethnic in-group identification, the survey is a perfect opportunity for us to 

examine how far and in what life domains Muslims perceive discrimination compared to other 

groups, and whether this is associated with in-group identification and other correlates. We 

were able to establish general tendencies that distinguish Muslims from other groups through 

proportion comparisons, predictive models for perceived discrimination among groups, and 

predicted means of perceived discrimination according to in-group identification. One of the 

most significant threats to validity was posed by the risk of collinearity between variables 

grasping ethnic and religious identification. This we addressed by including control variables 

and running Exploratory Factor Analyses to make sure that they were two different 

constructs. The results of this study are interesting in that they provide empirical evidence of 

widespread and generalized perceptions of discrimination among Muslims in Switzerland, 

which are similar in extent to what has been observed in other European countries, as well as 

strong support for the claim that there is a link between ethno-religious identification and 

experiences of discrimination. However, the results fail to prove actual discrimination and to 

test the direction of the association, and nor do they permit us to account for qualitative 

differences in the experience of discrimination for certain categories (women or visible 

Muslims, for example). 

After these two quantitative studies investigating individual-level variables, our third and 

fourth studies aim at a meso-level understanding of factors shaping how people experience 

and respond to discrimination, such as cultural rationales, organizational resources, and 

structural features. Taking such meso-level factors into account in the study of discrimination 

has been encouraged by other authors in the field (Lamont et al., 2016). Given the existence 

of centres for victims of racism and the significant number of Muslim associations, we felt 

that individuals active in these structures would be a good entry point to help us come to a 

better understanding of structural and cultural mechanisms in processes of discrimination. 
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Labelled “state and non-state experts” respectively, these are defined by us using Meuser and 

Nagel’s conception of experts (2009) as “individuals who are active agents in a specific field 

and, through their social positioning and experience, acquire practical knowledge on 

particular issues” (Lindemann, 2021, p. 5). 

To grasp the situated knowledge of these experts, we carried out semi-structured interviews 

with key informants from these two types of agencies in all three linguistic regions of 

Switzerland, the idea being that these experts have three characteristics that would serve our 

research purposes, and that that would not be possible with other sources of data: namely, 

they are in contact with many individuals who are discriminated against, and therefore hear 

many testimonies from victims, which gives them an overview of situations of discrimination 

that cannot be accounted for in survey data (the experience of visible Muslims, for example); 

their position in such structures gives them an understanding of broader social issues and 

how structures function; and, since they are active in agencies that deal with racism in general 

or Islamophobia in particular, their roles and discourses are important factors in the choice 

environment in which victims select coping strategies.  

Using interviews with experts working in structures that deal with racism/Islamophobia is 

original and relevant first of all because it allows us to carry out a meso-level analysis, one 

that focuses not on the individual level (as the first articles do), but rather on the cultural and 

structural factors that shape how Muslims experience and respond to discrimination; and 

second because perceived discrimination can involve a very wide range of exclusionary 

attitudes and behaviours on the part of the majority population, from unwelcoming looks, to 

overt discrimination and even physical assault (Trittler, 2019, p. 1134). Drawing on expert 

interviews allows us to grasp this diversity of perceived discrimination, since such interviews 

are “receptacles” to many experiences of discrimination. Had we used qualitative interviews 

of, say, 30 Muslims, we would certainly not have had enough accounts of experiences of 

discrimination to cover this diversity.  

Two issues addressed by the experts during the interviews attracted our attention for 

different reasons. First, the role that wearing the hijab has in processes of discrimination, 

something that, despite heated political debate, has been neglected in Switzerland. Second, 

the fact that Muslims seem to report and legally pursue cases of racial discrimination less 
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often than Jews, a tendency that data from different sources in Switzerland allow us to 

measure. Our third and fourth articles investigate these two issues.  

The third article seeks to understand how experts describe and explain the discrimination 

experienced by women wearing the hijab in Switzerland, and how these experts differ in 

terms of their knowledge. We do so by coding the interviews thematically and comparing 

coded segments from state and non-state experts. Both sets of experts have a necessarily 

situated knowledge that is both narrower than that of the victim (it does not fully encompass 

the victim’s exact point of view) and broader (it is an overview based on multiple testimonies). 

One of the challenges of this study was to judge the validity of the experts’ descriptions, which 

we did by drawing on the testimony provided by a large number of experts who belonged to 

one of the two different types, and by carefully triangulating their insights.  

Finally, the fourth article investigates the extent to which Muslims report and legally pursue 

cases of racial discrimination in comparison to Jews, and the reasons that could explain the 

differences. To assess the first part of the question, we drew on data from three systems that 

monitor racist incidents (DoSyRa, CICAD and SIG records) and legal cases initiated under 

art.261 bis (FCR records), as well as on data from the latest LRCS population survey and census 

(LRCS 2019, RS 2019), which helped us estimate the absolute number of individuals who 

perceived discrimination among the two groups. To identify the reasons for why Muslims 

might not report discrimination, we then used the interviews with the experts and added 

interviews from experts in Jewish organizations that run their own monitoring systems. Given 

the uncertainties linked to population estimates in the population census, one difficult task 

that we faced was to ensure the accuracy of our estimations. To do so, we ran simulations to 

calculate the p-values. We also limited our analyses to the year in which all the data were 

available, i.e. the year referred to in the survey’s questionnaire (2019). Also, one possible 

problem was that the individuals surveyed in 2019 are not the same individuals who reported 

discrimination or initiated court proceedings. However, we made the assumption that the 

proportion of Muslims/Jews who felt discriminated against, and the number of court 

proceedings/reported cases, differ very little from one year to the next. Finally, we also had 

to apply the same caution with regard to the experts’ interviews, since they reflect a situated 

knowledge rather than a direct experience of reporting; however, their active role in the 
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opportunity structure for reporting/legally pursuing a case of discrimination was exactly what 

we were looking for on this occasion. 

1.5 Overview of the results 

This thesis complements the state of the art by challenging some theoretical assumptions in 

the study of discrimination and by studying aspects of discrimination against Muslims that 

have received little attention in Switzerland. In fact, the first chapter (article 1) measures the 

Muslim employment gap and the extent to which it can be attributed to discrimination in the 

labour market (objective perspective); the second (article 2) investigates the perception of 

discrimination among Muslims (minority perspective); the third chapter (article 3) explains 

how the lives of Muslim women are affected by their wearing of the hijab (minority 

perspective); and, finally, the fourth chapter (article 4) analyzes one type of response to 

discrimination: namely, reporting the perpetrators of discrimination or taking them to court 

(minority perspective). The conclusion (section 6) discusses in more detail whether these 

results challenge or support existing theories. 

Article 1, which was published in Social Inclusion and entitled “The Muslim employment gap, 

human capital, and ethno-religious penalties: Evidence from Switzerland” (Lindemann & 

Stolz, 2018), replicates for the Swiss case a study carried out on the aggregation of 17 Western 

countries (Connor & Koenig, 2015). We show not only that Muslims are strongly 

disadvantaged on the labour market, but also that this employment gap can reasonably be 

attributed to discrimination. Counterintuitively, human capital does not improve their 

chances in a linear way, which contradicts the theory on the mediating role of human capital 

on socio-economic outcomes for minority groups. In fact, the level of education moderates 

the likelihood of being unemployed among Muslims, with highly educated Muslims being 

more likely to be unemployed than their less educated counterparts. This finding has 

important implications for both the theoretical and political level, especially in the light of 

recent research on the paradox of integration. Furthermore, Muslim women are not more 

likely than Muslim men to be unemployed, which is also a counterintuitive finding given the 

wide empirical literature documenting discrimination against visible Muslim women. 
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Article 2, which was published in Ethnic and Racial Studies and entitled “Perceived 

discrimination among Muslims and its correlates: A comparative analysis” (Lindemann & 

Stolz, 2021), analyzes patterns of perceived discrimination among groups. It reveals through 

statistical analyses of survey data that Muslims show especially high levels of perceived 

discrimination compared to other minority and majority groups, no matter what their socio-

economic status, gender, life domains, and grounds attributed to the discrimination are. In 

contrast to the other groups, in-group identification and activity in associations correlate 

strongly with these perceptions. This finding gives partial support to the rejection-

identification theory, with the direction of the relationship remaining uncertain and the 

relationship being absent for other groups. The role of activity in an association should also 

be discussed in the light of theories of bonding vs. bridging social capital. The labour market 

stands out as the life domain where the perception of discrimination is at its strongest, which 

calls for more theorizing on the relative potential of exposure that different life domains 

entail.  

An important aim remaining is to understand the qualitatively distinct nature of 

discrimination against Muslim women, and particularly visible Muslim women, since they are 

especially stigmatized (Helbling, 2014; Weichselbaumer, 2020). We therefore used a 

qualitative approach to investigate how wearing the hijab affects the extent to which this 

category of Muslim women enjoys socio-economic inclusion. Our third article, entitled 

“Discrimination against veiled Muslim women in Switzerland: insights from field experts” and 

published in Religions (Lindemann, 2021), carries out a qualitative analysis of 23 semi-

structured interviews with field experts, and suggests that the hijab is the most important 

marker in processes of discrimination, and that such discrimination takes a variety of forms 

and affects a wide range of domains and socio-demographic profiles. These results provide 

the first empirical evidence of the impact of wearing the hijab in Switzerland, but it also makes 

a methodological contribution, since it is a good example of the relevance of expert interviews 

when access to representative data is hindered. One interesting result was the insistence of 

field experts that these women are unwilling to report discrimination to the relevant offices 

or to pursue the matter legally under article 261bis CP. 

Article 4 investigates the issue of underreporting among Muslims in general. This is an issue 

that national and European reports have frequently mentioned, but that social scientists have 
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largely ignored. Published in the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies and entitled “To 

speak out or not to speak out? Exploring the reporting of discrimination among Muslims and 

Jews in Switzerland”, this article uses the same qualitative material as the third article, and 

adds expert interviews from the Jewish community, data from records of reports of 

discrimination and legal proceedings among different groups. It appears that Muslims report 

discrimination significantly less often than Jews, and that this tendency to underreport cannot 

be entirely explained by the usual homo oeconomicus model. On the contrary, normative and 

structural factors, as well as the mobilization of organizational resources, create a choice-

environment (Thaler, Sunstein, & Balz, 2013) or opportunity structure that discourages 

Muslims from reporting discrimination. For one thing, these results show how important 

cultural and institutional group-resources are for a person to be able to respond successfully 

to discrimination; unlike micro-level studies that focus on individual coping strategies, our 

meso-level analyses allow us to contribute to the burgeoning literature on how minorities 

respond to stigmatization. For another, they exemplify the benefits of adopting a multi-

method research design and using expert interviews: it is only through triangulating very 

different kinds of data that we can measure rates of reporting (aggregated effects) and make 

sense of reporting behaviour among minority members who experience discrimination.
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3 Perceived discrimination among Muslims and its correlates. A 
comparative analysis 
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4 Discrimination against veiled Muslim women in Switzerland: 
Insights from field experts 
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5 To speak out or not to speak out? Exploring the reporting of 
discrimination among Muslims and Jews in Switzerland  
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6 Conclusion and discussion 

The aim of this thesis has been to carry out an empirical investigation of how Muslims in 

Switzerland experience and respond to discrimination. To do so, we investigated four specific 

aspects of discrimination in four articles: the perception of discrimination among Muslims 

compared to other groups; the impact of discrimination on their access to employment 

relative to other groups; discrimination against veiled Muslim women; and the individual 

responses of Muslims to discrimination compared to Jews, as well as the aggregated 

consequences of these responses. We drew on various types of data and methods, depending 

on data opportunities and research questions: namely, data from population surveys, expert 

interviews, and records of reported cases of discrimination and of legal cases. 

Here, we will first present the main results of each article in a synthetic way and make 

generalizations (6.1), before then highlighting how the results contribute to the international 

literature empirically, theoretically, and methodologically (6.2). Finally, we will discuss the 

possible limitations of these results, and outline the future prospects both in the academic 

field and in terms of anti-racism policies (6.3). 

6.1 Main results 

The first article, “The Muslim Employment Gap, Human Capital, and Ethno-Religious 

Penalties: Evidence from Switzerland” (Lindemann & Stolz, 2018), addresses the issue of 

whether there is a Muslim employment gap in Switzerland, how great the gap is, and whether 

it can be attributed to discrimination. The results provide empirical evidence that Muslims 

are in fact disadvantaged on the Swiss labour market, and that this can only be partly 

explained by differences in socio-demographic characteristics, human capital, and migratory 

backgrounds. Thus, it seems reasonable to attribute the remaining unexplained variance to 

ethno-religious discrimination. What is surprising is that a university degree actually increases 

the likelihood of unemployment for Muslims, which is the very opposite for the non-Muslim 

population. 

The second article, “Perceived discrimination among Muslims in Switzerland and its 

correlates: A comparative analysis” (Lindemann & Stolz, 2021), investigates the extent to 
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which Muslims perceive discrimination in different life domains compared to other groups, 

and the correlates of this perceived discrimination. The article shows that the levels of 

perceived discrimination are higher among Muslims in all the life domains investigated (work, 

administration, health, culture) than among any other group (majority Christians, minority 

Christians, Nones), with the level of perceived discrimination in the workplace being 

particularly high. In contrast to the other groups as well as to possible expectations, a higher 

socio-economic status does not reduce the likelihood that Muslims will experience 

discrimination. Finally, perceived discrimination is strongly associated with in-group 

identification and with engagement in associations, for Muslims in particular. 

The third article, “Discrimination against veiled Muslim women in Switzerland: Insights from 

field experts” (Lindemann, 2021), seeks to discover how field experts describe and explain 

discrimination against Muslim women who wear the hijab. Our results indicate that field 

experts see the hijab as the most important marker in discrimination against Muslims, and 

that these women are especially targeted because their gender, religious affiliation, and 

racialization intersect. The discrimination experienced by Muslim women who shared their 

testimonies with these experts seems to be both pervasive and multifaceted: it occurs in 

various life domains, takes different forms, and impacts a wide range of different types of 

victims. This discrimination results in the segregation of the social space for women who wear 

the hijab. Finally, the victims are very unlikely to report their experience or to take the 

perpetrators to court, and this for reasons that non-governmental experts are mostly familiar 

with: namely, a fatalist attitude towards the situation, the fear of being blamed, and the 

complexities of the legal process. 

Finally, the fourth article, “To speak out or not to speak out? Exploring the reporting of 

discrimination among Muslims and Jews in Switzerland” (Lindemann & Stolz, 2022), assesses 

whether Muslims and Jews are just as likely to report discrimination and take the matter to 

court, and what reasons there might be for any differences between the two groups. The 

article suggests that the level of perceived discrimination among Muslims and Jews is similar, 

but that the latter are much more likely to report discrimination or to take the perpetrators 

of discrimination to court. We identify four main reasons for this: Muslims are less confident 

that reporting discrimination or taking legal action will have a positive outcome (cost-benefit 

considerations); they problematize the status of “victim” more (cultural factors); they are less 
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informed about, and have less trust in, the bodies to which they could report discrimination 

since they are predominantly of migrant origin (structural factors); and, importantly, unlike 

the Jewish community, they do not have their own systems of reporting discrimination as an 

alternative to state-funded centres (organizational resources). 

6.2 Contributions to the field 

More generally, this thesis contributes significantly to the existing literature on discrimination 

against what is now a well-established religious minority in the West, and it does so 

empirically, theoretically, and methodologically. First, it provides empirical evidence of 

widespread discrimination against Muslims in a country that is nevertheless known for its 

cultural diversity. Second, it challenges some classical theories on integration and gives food 

for thought with regard to more recent theories in the field. Third, it makes the case for a 

methodology that combines various types of data and micro-meso levels of analysis. 

Empirical contributions 

We might not expect a country of just over 40,000 km2 with no fewer than four national 

languages and five neighbouring countries to be marked by ethno-religious exclusion. 

However, this thesis provides empirical evidence that its numerically most important religious 

minority, i.e. Muslims, who make up more than 5% of its resident population, experience 

discrimination. So far, it has been mainly majority attitudes that have been investigated, this 

research indeed pointing towards the existence of symbolic boundaries (Lamont & Molnár, 

2002) between the majority population and minorities along ethno-religious lines: for 

example, there is a higher level of hostility towards the Muslim minority in cantons where the 

state favours the historical churches (Helbling & Traunmüller, 2016). These symbolic 

boundaries may translate into social boundaries, i.e. the actual social exclusion of minority 

members (Koenig, 2017; Lamont & Molnár, 2002). Hence, our investigation of the Swiss case 

provides evidence of the consequences resulting from bright (socially salient) religious 

symbolic boundaries (Alba, 2005). 

These results allow us to draw four overarching conclusions. First, there is a significant level 

of discrimination against Muslims in Switzerland, and this discrimination is widespread in 

different regards: perceived discrimination and actual discrimination are usually stronger 
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among Muslims than they are among other groups, and are generalized to all life domains 

and socio-economic status. In other words, evidence points to the fact that there is a wide 

range of situations in which Muslims perceive and experience discrimination, with this 

discrimination having different forms, intensities, and consequences. It also points to the fact 

that Muslims are especially likely to experience discrimination, and that this is irrespective of 

social situation and social status. 

Second, there are different reasons why discrimination against Muslims is particularly difficult 

to combat. One reason is the difficulty of disentangling the motives behind discrimination – 

whether discrimination is based on a person’s presumed ethnic origins (xenophobia), gender 

(for women who are visibly Muslim), or religious affiliation (Islamophobia). Another reason is 

that raising the human capital and socio-economic status of Muslims neither protects them 

from socio-economic disadvantages nor decreases the likelihood that they will perceive 

discrimination. For example, highly educated Muslims are actually more likely to be 

unemployed; Muslims who are Swiss nationals and second-generation Muslims report similar 

levels of discrimination as foreigners; and Swiss Muslim women who wear the hijab are 

treated like foreigners. A third reason is the apparently ineffective system of reporting and 

the legal system itself, since Muslims in particular rarely report their experience of 

discrimination and even more rarely engage in court proceedings under art.261bis (CP). 

Third, and relatedly, being a Muslim seems to function as a Master status. This notion of 

“Master status” was developed by Hughes to describe a trait that “tends to overpower, in 

most crucial situations, any other characteristics which might run counter to it”: for example, 

the Master status of black Americans is precisely “being black”, which on the labour market 

overrides any professional qualifications that they might have (Hughes, 1945, p. 357). It does 

indeed seem to be the case that the Master status of being a Muslim prevails over other 

dimensions of identity such as being highly qualified, being Swiss or of European descent, 

being a parent, etc. Muslims are categorized primarily through their affiliation to Islam, and 

discriminated against according to general stereotypes that are attached to this affiliation. 

This echoes what Behloul (2009) has described as a tendency to define immigrants from 

Muslim majority countries according primarily to their supposed affiliation to Islam. This is 

particularly evident in correspondence tests, which show that fictional Muslim candidates are 
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disadvantaged when it comes to applying for a job: they have identical qualifications and only 

differ in their religious affiliation (Adida et al., 2010; Valfort, 2018). 

Finally, despite historical and socio-demographic differences, the Swiss case mirrors in various 

ways the situation of Muslims in Europe as a whole. This thesis contributes to a now robust 

literature that documents the existence of a consistent Muslim penalty in different life 

domains in European countries,82 with Switzerland being no exception to the rule: Muslims in 

Switzerland experience discrimination to a similar extent and in similar forms to Muslims in 

other European countries. The studies most similar to ours that have investigated 

discrimination in other European countries have yielded relatively similar results. Even after 

controlling for socio-demographic characteristics and human capital, Muslims remain 

significantly penalized in their access to the Swiss labour maket, similarily to other European 

countries83 and on the aggregate level (Connor & Koenig, 2015), a phenomenon that is known 

as the “Muslim penalty”. The perception of discrimination is widespread among the Muslim 

population in Switzerland, with European countries displaying comparable levels of perceived 

discrimination (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2009, p. 5; 2017b, p. 11). 

Moreover, although Muslim women do not differ significantly from Muslim men in 

Switzerland with regard to their perception of ethno-religious discrimination, visible Muslim 

women do seem to be particularly vulnerable to multiple discrimination, just like their 

counterparts in other European countries (Allen, 2015; Allen & Nielsen, 2002; Chakraborti & 

Zempi, 2012; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017b; Simon, 2021; 

Weichselbaumer, 2020). The "hijab effect" that has been documented by some authors in 

courtesy situations and labour market (Choi et al., 2021; Fernández-Reino et al., 2022; 

Weichselbaumer, 2020) is also confirmed by the insights of field experts in Switzerland. 

Finally, studies also point to the significant underreporting of discrimination among Muslims 

in Europe in general (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2009, pp. 8-9; 2017b), 

and in specific countries (Carr, 2016; Poynting & Noble, 2004; Shammas, 2015), with some 

 
82 For a review of this body of research, see sub-section entitled “The Muslim penalty in the West” in section 
1.2. 
83 For the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and France, see: (Adida et al., 2010; Di Stasio et al., 
2021; Heath & Martin, 2013; Khattab & Modood, 2015; Pierné, 2013; Valfort, 2018). 
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reasons being identified as the costs (in time and energy) involved in reporting, and the fact 

that people are unaware of the services to which they can turn. 

Against the background of highly emotional debates around racism/anti-racism, and about 

whether “race” and religious affiliation should be erased from public and academic 

discussions (Fassin, 2021), these studies suggest that social categorizations still impinge 

significantly on the lives of those individuals categorized as “Muslim”. It is therefore important 

to continue to carry out realistic84 and dispassionate studies on discrimination against 

minorities. 

Theoretical contributions 

It is worth discussing in more depth some results of this thesis in the light of previous research 

and of more recent theories: namely, that a higher level of education is associated with a 

higher risk of unemployment among Muslims in Switzerland (a); that, in contrast to other 

groups, being engaged in an association makes Muslims more likely to perceive ethno-

religious discrimination (b); and that, despite evidence of gender-specific discrimination, 

Muslim women are not more likely to perceive discrimination than their male counterparts 

(c). 

(a) As the first article has demonstrated, Muslims with university degrees are in fact more 

likely to be unemployed than less educated Muslims, which is the very opposite for non-

Muslims. It also contradicts the theory of human capital, which posits that the more human 

capital (education, language proficiency, social ties) a person has, the better her chances are 

with regard to socio-economic outcomes (Becker, 1994). However, the results of our research 

suggest that the role of education is rather a moderator of this relationship, with more 

education leading to poorer chances on the labour market. To be more precise, this is the 

case when Muslims go from having a non-compulsory schooling or professional training 

(apprenticeship) to having a university degree; but it is not the case when they go from having 

a compulsory schooling to a non-compulsory schooling or professional training, which does 

indeed (as expected) decrease the likelihood of unemployment. This finding echoes similar 

 
84 For a definition and discussion of realism in the social sciences, see sub-section entitled “Epistemological 
stance” in section 1.4. 
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findings from research on black Americans in the US (Wilson, Tienda, & Wu, 1995), and calls 

for a more fine-grained theorization of the role that human capital plays in the socio-

economic positions that minority members attain. For example, a correspondence test 

reveals that education reduces the likelihood that German, but not Kosovar, candidates are 

discriminated against (Zschirnt & Fibbi, 2019) in Switzerland. 

What, then, happens to Muslims on the Swiss labour market when they have a university 

degree? Different hypotheses can be suggested. For one thing, they could be more exposed 

to discrimination because they have more contact and compete more with members of the 

majority population. As Wilson and colleagues (1995) suggest in their research on black 

Americans, this situation may increase the significance of minority status (or, in his words, 

“race”) in the allocation of scarce positions on the labour market. In other words, belonging 

to a minority may be a distinct disadvantage when it comes to applying for a highly coveted 

job. 

For another, the non-Swiss degree might be the reason why employers do not employ 

otherwise highly qualified Muslim candidates. This hypothesis could be investigated by 

controlling for foreign qualifications (although population surveys such as the LRCS do not 

have this information), or by analyzing second- and first-generation Muslims separately: “If 

the explanation for the differential returns to education is the foreign qualifications of the 

first generation, then we would not expect to find differential returns in the second 

generation” (Heath & Cheung, 2007, p. 26). In Switzerland, authors have identified signs of 

anticipation of discrimination among immigrants in their analysis of the extent of resume 

whitening, i.e. engaging in a strategy to modify a resume to conceal immigrant status or signal 

membership in the majority group: their results reveal that adding diploma equivalences is 

the most common resume whitening technique, which suggests that this population is aware 

of the issue (Ruedin & Van Belle, 2022). Hence, further investigations are required to measure 

the effect that foreign qualifications have on the access that Muslims have to the Swiss labour 

market. 
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Finally, Muslims with a university degree might face a disproportionately high level of 

unemployment due to supply-side mechanisms:85 namely, they might use inefficient 

strategies when applying for highly qualified positions. Two main hypotheses can be drawn 

from the literature. First, it might be that, despite their high level of education, Muslims 

refrain from applying for highly qualified positions precisely because they anticipate 

discrimination, and therefore remain unemployed (the chill factor). The study from Ruedin 

and Van Belle (2022) points to such anticipation of discrimination, with some immigrants 

engaging in resume whitening to avoid it. Second, scholars suggest that, since Muslims might 

tend to have mostly intra-group relations (bonding capital), but not enough relations with the 

majority population (bridging capital), they are cut off from “a resource-rich network” of 

those “in control of the labour market” (Lancee, 2012, p. 66). In short, as Koopmans (2016) 

argues, attributing the disadvantages that Muslims have on the labour market simply to 

discrimination on the part of employers is “premature”, since there might be socio-cultural 

factors at play on the Muslim side.86 

While such mechanisms might explain the phenomenon in part, and might account for the 

Muslim employment gap in general, we argue that they are unlikely to provide a full 

explanation. In fact, the studies in this thesis provide consistent evidence that people 

categorized as Muslims are discriminated against, and that the effect of religious affiliation is 

consistent and significant, this being seen from different perspectives and with different data. 

Also, we argue that it is difficult to determine the direction that such mechanisms might work 

in: do Muslims tend to engage in intra-group relations more, meaning that they have less 

useful social capital with regard to their access to employment? Or do they invest more in 

intra-group relations in response to their experience of discrimination on the part of the 

majority population? Our studies do not allow us to test these hypotheses, which would 

require investigating (probably qualitatively) the strategies used to look for a job, and/or 

including items grasping social ties in statistical models. 

The fact that highly qualified Muslims fare less well than their counterparts who have a lower 

level of education could, however, help solve the puzzling paradox of integration, which is 

 
85 For an explanation of what scholars refer to when speaking of supply-side mechanisms in ethnic penalties, 
see note 48.  
86 See note 49 for remarks on the data used by Koopmans. 
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that structurally integrated migrants (who are educated and master the language of the 

receiving country) perceive more discrimination and/or become less emotionally committed 

to the host society (Verkuyten, 2016).87 Migrants or their children may feel resentment 

towards the host society if they are unable to find an (adequate) job despite their education, 

and even more so if they feel that this is due to ethno-religious discrimination. This can also 

be applied to individuals who display other important signs of structural integration, such as 

language proficiency and even citizenship: we have indeed shown that having Swiss 

citizenship does not have any significant effect on the likelihood that a person will be 

unemployed. Before anything, however, it is vital first to verify through further inquiries 

whether this paradox exists in Switzerland, something that has not yet been done. 

(b) Another surprising finding is that, especially for Muslims, being active in an association 

significantly increases the likelihood of experiencing discrimination, and even more so if the 

association is of an ethno-religious nature. This finding can be understood within the more 

general framework of rejection-identification theory,88 which argues that individuals who 

experience social discrimination based on their ethno-religious affiliation will compensate for 

the socio-psychological impact of such discrimination by identifying more strongly with their 

group (Branscombe et al., 1999; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). On the other hand, this finding 

could also confirm the bonding vs. bridging argument in social capital theory, with those 

individuals who engage in a high level of closure within their ethnic group (bonding) 

experiencing more exclusion than those who engage in contact with the majority population 

(bridging) (Lancee, 2012). 

However, we believe that these interpretations should be treated with caution for two main 

reasons. First, our research design cannot test the direction of the relationship empirically, 

which means that we do not know whether individuals are discriminated against and then 

turn to ethno-religious associations, or whether members who are already active in such 

associations are more visible and hence more prone to being the target of discrimination. 

Second, other indicators of bonding and bridging strategies among Muslims should be 

investigated to assess whether either bonding or bridging lessens or eradicates the feeling 

 
87 For a more detailed discussion of the “paradox of integration”, see the sub-section “Effects of and responses 
to discrimination: ethnic penalties, perception, and coping” in section 1.1., and especially note 28. 
88 For a synthetic description of this theory, see page 16. 



 

 162 

that Muslims have that they are discriminated against. For example, it would be wise to test 

whether different types of social ties are associated with more or less perceived 

discrimination: is volunteering in an ethno-religious association linked to more perceived 

discrimination than volunteering in a non-ethnic/non-religious association? Does having 

friends from the majority population decrease the likelihood that the person will perceive 

discrimination? It has already been evidenced that stronger social ties with co-ethnics, both 

on a local and transnational level, lessen the detrimental effects of perception of 

discrimination among Muslims (Arat & Bilgili, 2021). 

(c) Finally, Muslim women are not more likely to perceive discrimination than Muslim men, 

which might appear to contradict our other finding that veiled Muslim women are especially 

subject to discrimination. These apparently contradictory results are consistent with the 

mixed results in the empirical literature on the gender aspect of Islamophobia.89 

Such variations could be explained by different factors. First, since population surveys usually 

do not include items on the wearing of the hijab, they cannot grasp the hijab effect. This 

means that, if Muslim women who wear the hijab are the most discriminated against but 

make up a small minority of the female Muslim population in a country, then no gender gap 

will show up in the results. This might indeed be the case in Switzerland, where Muslim 

women who wear the hijab do indeed constitute a minority.90 Second, different life domains 

may expose men and women to different degrees of stigmatization: Muslim men might report 

discrimination that happens in life domains that are particularly subject to discrimination and 

that concern men to a greater extent, such as the labour market. Third, men and women 

might differ in their tendency to attribute negative experiences to discrimination. Fourth, our 

study on perceived discrimination only takes into account ethno-religious discrimination, i.e. 

discrimination that is based on a person’s ethnicity or religious affiliation. Had our analysis 

 
89 For a brief review of this body of research, see sub-section entitled “The gendered side of Islamophobia” in 
section 1.2. 
90 There are no official estimates published of the proportion of Muslim women who wear the hijab, but the 
data gathered for the study “Between Demands for Recognition and Politics of Accommodation: The Cultural, 
Social, and Political Orientations of Muslims in Switzerland” indicate that 20.3% of non-Swiss Muslim women 
from Turkey, the former Yugoslavia, and the Maghreb say that they wear the hijab. However, the sample is 
representative of non-Swiss Muslims who have names that do not sound Swiss (onomastic sampling), and it 
does not include Swiss Muslims. Information on this study is available at https://archive-
ouverte.unige.ch/unige:73809 (accessed on 15 May 2021). In short, we can reasonably assume that fewer than 
20% of Muslim women wear the hijab in Switzerland. 
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included gender discrimination (discrimination attributed to a person’s gender), we would 

probably have observed a gap, with women reporting more discrimination than men. 

In other words, the failure to find a gender gap in perceptions of discrimination does not mean 

that discrimination against visible Muslim women is not widespread in Switzerland: either the 

methodology does not grasp all the grounds for discrimination, or such women simply make 

up a minority of Muslims in Switzerland. This is precisely the advantage of using qualitative 

data when investigating discrimination against Muslim women as doing so enables us to 

unmask multiple aspects of discrimination specific to certain profiles of women. 

Methodological contributions 

This last point demonstrates the methodological relevance of drawing on various types of 

data and methods to produce a better understanding of complex and multi-faceted social 

phenomena such as discrimination. While this study does not adopt a mixed methods design 

per se (Maxwell & Loomis, 2003; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003), it does employ a multi-method 

approach in that it draws on different types of data and adopts both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods. Such an approach has proven useful since it has allowed us to 

answer research questions of different scope (micro-/meso-level questions); to obtain a more 

complete picture of a complex phenomenon (holism); and to understand an otherwise 

unintelligible state of affairs (complementarity) (Muskat, Blackman, & Muskat, 2012). 

Thus, by using different types of data, this thesis has been able to answer research questions 

at different levels of analysis and with different scope: the first two studies use population 

survey data to investigate individual-level variables of discrimination, this allowing us to gain 

representative results on both its objective and subjective reality at a national scale; for their 

part, qualitative data from expert interviews allowed us to achieve meso-level insights into 

specific aspects of discrimination, such as the cultural and organizational environment that 

influences the reporting of discrimination. 

Also, complementing statistical data with qualitative material that tapped into aspects absent 

from the data allowed us to gain a more complete picture of certain profiles of Muslims who 

experience discrimination: while population surveys allowed us to control only broadly for 

gender, qualitative interviews with field experts gave us some insights into what happens 
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when it comes to visible Muslim women. Had we not used qualitative interviews, then we 

would not have been made aware of the specific vulnerability of such women. 

Finally, triangulating between different types of data permitted us to tackle important 

sociological puzzles: while population surveys reveal similar levels of perceived discrimination 

among Muslims and Jews, it is only through the analysis of legal records and of records of self-

reported cases of discrimination that we could show that the two groups behave very 

differently when it comes to reporting. What is more, complementing these analyses with 

expert interviews sheds light on the reasons behind this difference. 

In short, had we used only observational data, or only interviews, or only legal records, then 

we would not have been able to understand important aspects of discrimination against 

Muslims in Switzerland. But, by drawing on different methods and types of data, we could 

compensate for the weaknesses of one methodology with the strengths of the other, and 

therefore acquire a multi-level, more complete, and finer understanding of this phenomenon 

(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

6.3 Limitations and future prospects: research and policy leads 

While this study contributes to our understanding of anti-Muslim discrimination, it also 

contains limitations that future research should address.  

The first limitation is to do with the comparative approach that three of the four articles take, 

an approach that limits itself either to broad group categories (“non-Muslims” and 

“minority/majority Christians”), or to only one specific group (Jews). For one thing, the choice 

of the categories makes some phenomena more or less visible: for example, we focused on 

the comparison between Muslims, Christians and Nones in our article on perceived 

discrimination (article 2) and did not include Jews in the comparison91, while we did precisely 

this in our article on reporting (article 4) that shows similar levels of perceived discrimination. 

For another, the Muslim employment gap that is measured depends of course on the group 

with which we compared Muslims: namely, non-Muslims. Had we compared the rate of 

 
91 We did not include the category of Jews in our analyses at the time, because of a sample size problem for 
Jews in the LRCS. Only after the publication of our paper, Baier (2020) published his research on perceived 
discrimination among Jews that could have helped us address this difficulty, which we did in article 4. 
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unemployment among Muslims with the rate among Protestants, then the gap would 

probably have been wider; conversely, had we compared Muslims with minority Christians, 

then the gap would probably have been narrower. The category of “non-Muslim” is largely 

irrelevant sociologically since it includes a wide variety of groups. Nonetheless, it serves as a 

good starting-point for assessing ethno-religious barriers on the labour market. Future 

research could refine its analyses by including comparisons with specific groups, and by 

examining whether human capital and migratory background function as mediators, 

moderators, or as factors that have no effect when it comes to accounting for each gap. 

Attempts to explain these differences would also help us understand better the differential 

returns on human capital investments as per ethno-religious belonging. 

As for perceived discrimination, we would also encourage other studies to compare the 

Muslim case with that of other non-Christian minorities. The main statistical difficulty here 

are sample sizes: while population surveys provide workable samples for Muslims, other 

minority groups are simply too small for that to be the case. As for the reporting of 

discrimination and the initiation of legal proceedings, these could be widened to include other 

groups than Muslims and Jews, such as blacks or Yenish people (an ethnic minority in 

Switzerland), since the CFR datasets and centre reports provide data about them, too. The 

challenge will be to justify such a comparison, since neither Yenish people nor blacks are a 

religious minority. 

A second limitation lies in the difficulty of making causal interpretations with regard to some 

results. For example, while article 1 suggests that religiosity has a significant and positive link 

to the likelihood of unemployment for the population as a whole, article 2 indicates that there 

are strong positive correlations between ethno-religious in-group identification/community 

involvement on the one hand, and perceived discrimination among Muslims on the other.92 

What these correlations mean is unclear, and could support three different theoretical 

hypotheses. First, it may be that Muslims who identify strongly with their in-group and who 

are more active in an ethno-religious association are simply more visible and hence more 

exposed to discrimination, resulting in the fact that they report discrimination more often. 

 
92 This result applies to Muslims and non-Muslims combined, but religiosity barely explains the employment 
gap. The same results are found in Connor and Koenig’s study (2015).  
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Second, the causality could work in the opposite direction: namely, Muslims who are 

discriminated against might identify more strongly with their in-group as a means of dealing 

with experiences of discrimination. This interpretation would give support to the rejection-

identification model (Branscombe, Schmitt & Harvey, 1999), and to reactive ethnicity theory 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), which claim that members of disadvantaged groups cope with the 

pain or threat to self-esteem (Eccleston & Major, 2006; Ghaffari & Çiftçi, 2010; Jean S.  

Phinney, 1991) that perceived discrimination entails by identifying more strongly with their 

in-group. A final possibility is that, when a person identifies strongly with her in-group and 

engages in the activities of her association, then she shares experiences of discrimination and 

gains awareness of inequalities, this making her more “vigilant” and more primed with regard 

to spotting (or over-estimating) situations of discrimination. There could also be a 

combination of these mechanisms, with each reinforcing the other. This reveals the need for 

further research to determine the nature and the direction of this relationship, such research 

needing perhaps to draw on qualitative methodologies such as focus groups or biographical 

interviews, or on natural experiments. 

Another example of the difficulty of making sense of mechanisms at work in statistical models 

is apparent in the results regarding education and socio-economic status. Highly educated 

Muslims are more likely to be unemployed, and a higher socio-economic status does not 

protect Muslims in general from perceiving discrimination. After at least controlling for 

foreign degrees, we could explain these counterintuitive situations in three different ways. 

First, as the theory of exposure hypothesizes, more education and upward mobility mean that 

people participate in spheres that involve more contact with members of the majority 

population (van Doorn, Scheepers, & Dagevos, 2013, pp. 384-385). Since decisions whereby 

individuals are given access to scarce positions on the labour market increase the importance 

of out-group belonging, this results in greater exposure to discrimination and an increased 

likelihood of having to compete against privileged majority members. Another explanation 

lies in the theory of awareness: possessing a higher level of education helps people reflect on 

processes of inequality in society (Steinmann, 2019, pp. 1381-1382). Finally, it could be that 

members from stigmatized minorities anticipate discrimination and therefore refrain from 

applying for certain jobs, or from acting in ways that might trigger discriminatory behaviour, 

like self-fulfilling prophecies (Pager & Shepherd, 2008, p. 199). In short, why highly educated 
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Muslims face more unemployment, and why a high socio-economic status does not protect 

them from perceiving discrimination, are open questions that still need investigating.  

A third limitation to this thesis relates to its inevitable inexhaustiveness, since we had to make 

choices regarding life domains and specific points in processes of discrimination. For example, 

measuring and explaining the Muslim employment gap can only investigate one outcome 

(namely, having or not having a job), while ignoring other outcomes on the labour market 

(being given a promotion, a pay rise, a qualified position, etc.), as well as the moment at which 

the discrimination occurs (when the application is read, at the job interview, etc.). What 

would be very interesting in this regard would be field experiments such as those carried out 

by Fibbi and colleagues (Fibbi, Lerch, & Wanner, 2006; Zschirnt & Fibbi, 2019), but designed 

in such a way that they test the factor of religious belonging. Our field of study would also 

benefit from research examining other life domains such as housing, the credit market, 

decisions on naturalization, again with a focus on religious belonging, and other coping 

strategies with regard to discrimination (not only reporting discrimination, but, for example, 

seeking in-group support, or disengaging strategies). 

To conclude, the results of this thesis are important not only empirically and 

methodologically, but also because they allow us to reflect on anti-discrimination policies in 

an informed manner. It is now clear that it may not be enough just to raise the level of human 

capital of the second generation: irrespective of education, the amount of time spent in the 

country, citizenship, language proficiency, involvement in associations, etc., Muslims are and 

feel discriminated against to a significant extent and in various life domains in Switzerland, as 

they are in other European countries. This does not mean adopting a fatalist attitude and 

reducing Muslims to the status of victims, however. On the contrary, racial discrimination in 

Switzerland can be combatted in several concrete ways.  

For example, it will not be sufficient to foster social inclusion to focus only on structural 

integration for migrants and their children, i.e. on their acquisition of language, education, or 

even citizenship, unless complementary policies are pursued to combat prejudice in the 

majority population. Following its accession to the ICERD, Switzerland has obviously taken an 

important step by including in its criminal code the prohibition of racial discrimination and by 

creating a network of centres to support victims, but this does not prevent a large proportion 
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of its most important religious minority from feeling discriminated against and experiencing 

difficulties in finding employment. What must also be kept in mind here are the “limits of 

rights in unmaking stigma” as Koenig puts it: “Indeed, the remarkable expansion of individual 

and/or collective rights does not necessarily and certainly not immediately alter widely shared 

definitions of cultural membership. Discursive spaces of defining the nation continue to 

reproduce symbolic boundaries based on racial or ethnic, religious or linguistic categories” 

(Koenig, 2017, p. 1268).  

In the field of employment more specifically, understanding why employers are reluctant to 

employ Muslims appears crucial if we want to adopt efficient prevention strategies and 

programmes of equality. If, for example, wearing the hijab or observing other religious 

practices (Ramadan, prayers, food restrictions) is deemed problematic in different fields, then 

this attitude should not only be identified, but also shown to be unjustified or justified, with 

pragmatic solutions being proposed if the latter is the case. Different types of employment 

procedures and incentives should be tested and promoted (Schönenberger & Fibbi, 2011), 

which would not only decrease discrimination against minorities, but also avoid wasting 

human resources and costly education.  

Finally, our results point to the need for different collaborations. For one thing, the state 

would benefit from collaborating more closely with ethno-religious communities, so that they 

could exchange information with one another, thereby raising awareness among minorities 

of the state’s anti-racism strategies and legal provisions, and uncovering the discrimination 

that might not be picked up by the state. It is, for example, insufficient to use systems of 

reporting to assess the extent to which Muslims (or any other minority) experience 

discrimination day-to-day. Although political awareness can be raised by numbers, with such 

reports being important (Simon, 2005), we should also highlight the tip-of-the-iceberg 

phenomenon here by referring to complementary data such as population surveys and the 

insights of non-state field experts. For another, collaboration between religious minorities 

would also benefit knowledge transfer, and allow such minorities to share experiences when 

it comes to dealing with racist incidents. The literature often looks at micro-level factors, but 

when meso-level aspects such as the way that a group has access to or makes use of resources 

are investigated, then it appears that fighting racism is not just an individual issue, but a 

collective one. 
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