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How political science has changed in Switzerland over last 25 years. 

by Hanspeter Kriesi 

 

When I became a professor of political science at the University of Amsterdam in fall 

1984, it was not yet possible to graduate with a degree in political science at 

German-speaking Swiss universities. In fact, I was a political sociologist by training 

and I had never taken a course in political science. Although it is hard to believe 

today, in the German-speaking part of Switzerland, political science had only become 

an established discipline with its own degree in 1995/96.Before, it was just a minor 

subject, which was introduced at the University of Berne in 1965 (in the form of the 

Research Centre for the History and Sociology of Swiss Politics, directed by Prof. 

Erich Gruner), at the University of St. Gallen in 1970 (in the form of a Chair for 

political science, occupied by Prof. Alois Riklin), and at the University of Zurich in 

1971 (in the form of a Chair for Political Science, which was supposed to focus on 

international relations in particular, and which was occupied by Prof. Daniel Frei). 

Since the mid-nineties, Swiss political science has institutionalized, professionalized, 

and it has gained enormously in size.  

Institutionalization:  

in the mid-nineties, political science not only became an established discipline at the 

German-speaking universities (it had already been established in the French-

speaking part before that), but this was also the time when the Swiss association of 

political scientists replaced the venerable Annuaire suisse de science politique with 

the Swiss political science review, which provided a much broader forum for 

publication by young (and established) Swiss political scientists. Since the mid-

nineties, the most important development has been, however, the increase in the 

number of chairs in political science, especially at the German-speaking universities. 
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With this increase, the university departments were able to establish a structure 

resembling that of full-fledged political science departments abroad. The department 

of the University of Zurich is certainly the most striking example of this change. 

Before arriving in Zurich in fall 2002, there were just two chairs. As the successor of 

Daniel Frei, my colleague Dieter Ruloff was responsible for International Relations 

and Methods, while my colleague Ulrich Klöti had to assume responsibility for the rest 

of political science (Swiss politics, Comparative Politics, Political Behaviour, Public 

Administration, and Policy Analysis). Political Theory was delegated to the 

Department of Philosophy, which essentially interpreted it as the history of political 

thought. While political theory is still not part of the department of political science, 

the department has grown in the meantime to include seven chairs (International 

Relations, Comparative Politics, Swiss Politics, Policy Analysis, Methods, Political 

Economy of Developing Countries, and Democracy Research and Public 

Governance). Moreover, the department is part of CIS, which provides a roof for the 

cooperation between the political scientists from the University of Zurich and ETH 

Zurich, and which not only has become the leading house of a national centre for 

research on democracy, but also the home of a joint master’s programme in political 

science of the two universities. 

Professionalization: institutionalization went hand in hand with professionalization. It 

goes without saying that the increasing number of resources in terms of staff and 

research funds has contributed to the professionalization of our discipline. This has 

many aspects, such as a greatly improved publication record of Swiss political 

science, or a greater diversification and specialization of the courses on offer and of 

available degrees. I would like to point out just one particular aspect of the 

professionalization of our discipline, which is often forgotten, although it has been 

very important in the Swiss context: among other things, professionalization implies 
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that political considerations no longer play a role in the nomination procedures in 

political science, or in the subsidization procedures for research in our discipline. At 

the time when I went to the Netherlands, such considerations were still crucial, and 

even when I came back to Switzerland to become a professor of political science at 

the University of Geneva in 1988, such considerations almost prevented my 

nomination.  

Size: 

Both institutionalization and professionalization were greatly facilitated by an 

enormous growth in the number of the students enrolled in political science. The 

department of the University of Zurich may serve again to illustrate this point (see 

Figure 1). In 1997, shortly after the introduction of the degree in political science, 

most of the 630 students in Zurich were still taking political science only as a minor 

subject. There were only 160 students who intended to take a degree in political 

science. This figure rose to 933 by 2008. In addition, political science remained 

attractive as a minor subject, which means that overall, the department counted 

1,860 students by 2008. These large numbers attest to the current popularity and the 

prestige of political science at Swiss universities. They explain in large measure, why 

the discipline has professionalized and institutionalized to a considerable extent in 

Switzerland. But they are, of course, not without their own problems, as the 

expansion of the resources in the discipline has not quite kept pace with the 

enormous expansion of its student body. We are still nowhere near the situation I met 

in Amsterdam in 1984. Although a small country as well, the Netherlands had already 

at that time full-fledged political science departments: the UvA, where I had a chair in 

collective political behaviour, had no less than 70 full-time positions in political 
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science, which were occupied by no less than 100 collaborators. Compared to the 

Dutch situation, we still have some way to go. 

 

Figur 1: Development of student enrolment in political science at the University of Zurich (1997-2008) 
 

 
 

 
 


