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CONGRESS TOPIC & ORGANIZATION

The 2026 Congress of the Swiss Sociological As-
sociation will focus on current social developments
that affect and are perpetuated by communities and
individuals, revisiting a classical sociological perspec-
tive: how to understand the opposition between com-
munities and societies defined by Tdnnies (1887) and
revisited by Max Weber (1921) more than one cen-
tury ago. What are the theories, methodologies and
tools we have developed to categorize social relations
today?

As a basis for debating, the congress centers on
the heavily discussed terms of society and community.
Providing some definitory ideas as a starting point:
While society often refers to an aggregate of individu-
als who live on a certain territory or belong to a certain
large group (such as an ethnicity), the term community
is mainly used to describe a sub-group of people who
live together and are characterized by more frequent
interindividual and intragroup interactions. Defining
community may require a broad definition that includes
place-based, interest-based and other forms of new
and emerging communities, for example groups that
traverse physical boundaries and relate with unknown
people in diverse locations, but share a sense of be-
longing.

Beyond the debates about the relevance of the
original conception of the concepts the different forms
of social relations remain at the heart of the issues at
stake in modern societies. The definition and, above
all, the justification of what constitutes a social group,
an entity, a community or a society (and who can
belong to them) is at the heart of conflicts over bound-
aries (material or symbolic), determines legal rights
and (in)equal access to economic, social and political
resources.

All kinds of social organizations (within the spec-
trum between societies and communities) can be char-
acterized by social cohesion and solidarity and — per-
haps as a result — provide people with (subjective)
well-being or, on the contrary, generate conflicts, come
under threat and even dissolve, they may change their
structures and characteristics over time, modifying the
ways in which people identify with them.

During the last decades, contemporary societies
are perceived to have become more diversified — al-
though from a historical perspective migration and
diversity are no new phenomena — but at the same
time more polarized. The diverse sub-units or social
groups have become more homogenized and culti-
vating stronger solidarities within the group, at the
same time in terms of goals and world views, bearing

more and more conflict and less solidarity between
sub-groups within societies. At the center of these
developments are new populist movements — often of
the new right — that counter long-standing movements,
such as feminist, environmentalist or anti-racist move-
ments, that have been perceived as progressive for
decades. Catalysts of this process of fragmentation
are social media — and to some extent even mass
media — which are becoming more polarized and,
paradoxically, more democratized. These tensions
between diversification and homogenization may at
the same time threaten societal cohesion and solidar-
ity, increase exclusion, inequalities and stratification
or strengthen communities and groups fitting for their
legal rights.

At the heart of the tension is the sense of belong-
ing, the recognition of the right to free expression and
participation of those who are excluded. To belong
also means to maintain a certain boundary between
‘us’ and ‘them’. Hence formation of attachment to
a community to which a sense of belonging is devel-
oped can be both inclusive and exclusive. An inclusive
sense of belonging occurs through the performative
free expression and participation of those who belong
and a recognition and acceptance by the community
of those previously excluded.
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WELCOME

Dear Sociologist,

as | write these words, the Ice Hockey World
Championship is underway in Fribourg. We will soon
be meeting in Fribourg. As sociologists, we explain
and understand, but we know we cannot predict the
future. Despite this, | will venture two predictions:
Switzerland will win its first gold medal, and our con-
ference will be fantastic. Some predictions can have
a formative power. | fear that the sociological power
is close to zero when it comes to ice hockey. But we
can influence the outcome of our conference. By, for
example, participating in sessions we have no prior
connection to and by talking with people we haven’t
met before, we can contribute to our community. The
organizers have put a lot of work into making this con-
ference a fantastic event, and | hope we will all help
ensure that this becomes a reality.

Patrik Aspers (University of St. Gallen)
President of the Swiss Sociological Association
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PROGRAM OVERVIEW

DAY 1 - Wednesday, 2 September 2026
Venue: UNIFR, Campus Pérolles, Boulevard de Pérolles 90

09:30—-11:00
11:00-12:00
12:00-12:30

12:30-13:30

13:30-13:45
13:45-15:15
15:15-15:30
15:30—17:00
17:15-17:30
17:30-18:30
18:30

City tour: Colonial history of Fribourg
Check-in, registration and welcome coffee

Greetings from: Sylvie Bonvin-Sansonnens (Vice-President of the Council of
State, Director of Training and Cultural Affairs), Prof. Dr. Katharina Fromm (Rector,
UNIFR)

Young researcher prize ceremony

Keynote 1: Prof. Dr. Jan Delhey, University of Magdeburg, Germany

Social Cohesion Under Pressure — What We Know, and What We Don’t
BREAK

Workshops |

BREAK

Workshops I

BREAK

Round table: Contested Categories in Shifting Societies

Welcome reception, food and drinks

DAY 2 - Thursday, 3 September 2026
Venue: HETS-FR, Campus Mozaik, Route des Arsenaux 16a

09:00-09:15
09:15-10:15

10:15-10:45
10:45-12:15
12:15-13:30
13:30-15:00
15:00-15:15
15:15-16:45
16:45—-17:00
17:00-18:00

18:30-00:00

Greetings from: Joél Gapany (Director of the School of Social Work Fribourg)

Keynote 2: Prof. Dr. Maitrayee Chaudhuri, Jawaharlal Nehru University, India

Concepts in Contexts and Decolonizing Sociology
BREAK

Semi-plenaries |

Lunch & General assembly of the SSA
Workshops Il

BREAK

Workshops IV

BREAK

Keynote 3: Prof. Dr. Nicky Le Feuvre, University of Lausanne, Switzerland

The Multiple Faces of Academic Precarity

Social event at the train station ‘Ancienne Gare — Nouveau Monde’ with greetings
from: Elias Moussa (Mayor of the City of Fribourg)
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DAY 3 - Friday, 4 September 2026
Venue: UNIFR, Campus Pérolles, Boulevard de Pérolles 90

09:00—-10:30 Workshop V
10:30—-11:00 BREAK
11:00-12:00 Keynote 4: Prof. Dr. Antonio A. Casilli, Institut Polytechnique de Paris, France

Who Produces Atrtificial Intelligence? The Making of a Data Working Class.

12:00-13:15 Lunch & SSA research committees
13:15-14:45 Semi-plenaries Il

14:45-15:00 BREAK

15:00—-16:30 Workshops VI

16:30 Conclusion
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SSA Young Researcher Prize 2026

The Swiss Sociological Association awards a prize  The prize consists of:
for the best scientific article during its congress. The
aim is to recognize the next generation of sociologists + CHF 2,000
by taking into account articles published in a national « Free participation in the congress
or international social science journal (peer-reviewed).

The winner will be announced during the conference
opening.
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ROUND TABLE

Contested Categories in Shifting Societies:
How can we still address social issues?

Contemporary public debates are marked by pro-
found tensions around how we name, analyze, and
politically engage with social divisions. On the one
hand, public debates increasingly problematize the
very terms through which sociologists have tradition-
ally described inequalities and collectivities (class,
gender, race, disability, community). When debates
around these categories are becoming increasingly
polarized and made contentious in political and pub-
lic arenas, the capacity of social sciences to docu-
ment structural disparities and collective experiences
becomes more complex. How can we study soci-
eties if the language for expressing inequality, belong-
ing, and difference is contested or even suppressed?
This raises fundamental questions about the epistemic
tools required to understand social worlds and about
the political stakes of naming.

At the same time, societies are often described as
being “in movement”, yet the direction and meaning of
these movements are far from clear, as foundational
societal values are being requestioned. Claims of
progress coexist with visible backlashes; emancipa-
tory struggles are met with counter-mobilizations; and
narratives of societal advancement clash with fears
of fragmentation or decline. Social sciences are thus
confronted with the dual challenge of interpreting con-
tradictory processes (progressivism, reaction, trans-
formation, and resistance) while maintaining analytical
clarity amid polarized discourses.

This round table seeks to bring these two debates
together by exploring how controversies around nam-
ing inequalities intersect with broader societal shifts.
How do difficulties in speaking about communities and
inequalities emerge based on political and cultural
backlashes? How can sociologists navigate these
contested terrains without losing analytical precision
and public relevance and engagement? By engaging
speakers from academia and beyond, the discussion
aims to revisit the role of sociology in times when
categories are disputed, norms are renegotiated, and
societies move in multiple and sometimes opposing
directions.

Moderator: Prof. Dr. Muriel Surdez (UNIFR)
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