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ABSTRACT
Currently, a number of contributions in mobility studies are looking for 
fruitful intersections with other ‘adjacent’ approaches . In this spirit, our 
theoretical paper argues to study one particular aspect: the intersection of 
social protection and mobilities. Currently, the provision of social services in 
the ‘West’ is strongly entrenched within nation-state logics, which assume 
that clients’ immobility is a precondition of service delivery and that 
national citizenship is the desirable conditionality of gaining social rights. 
To overcome such a wide-spread conflation of social security with state 
security, we introduce the heuristic concept ‘social protection’. It allows social 
security to be imagined beyond a state-centric perspective and avoids the 
pitfalls of either a citizenship or a migration approach by taking on a mobility 
perspective. Thus, for scholars anchored in mobility studies we propose how 
to develop a social security perspective in a progressive way. For readers from 
other areas, e.g. citizenship, migration or social policy, we will show how a 
mobility perspective enriched by a No Border approach can overcome a 
narrow Western, statist and static perspective on social security. Our goal is 
to conceptually open up what we call a ‘practical utopia’ research agenda, 
one that expands our political horizons for future and present socialities.

1. Introduction

Nation statehood has been the prevalent, globe-spanning form of political organisation in the post-
World-War-Two era. The construction of ‘nations’ has become a central task in modern statehood, as 
well as a core justification of its existence (Anderson 1983). Our current understanding of what consti-
tutes ‘the social’ or ‘society’ has been shaped by this, both in politics and in scholarship. As a result, we 
are dominated by an image of the world in which the most basic patterns of social relationships take 
place within distinct, sovereign nation states. A key cornerstone of the legitimacy of ‘democratic’ states 
is that they provide social security for ‘their’ people. Even international or supranational declarations 
on universal rights basically delegate the fulfilment of social security entitlements to the nation-state 
level, where this obligation is reflected in social policy. Such nationally defined ‘societies’ cannot take 
into account the social protection of those constituted as the Other in relation to the ‘nation’ – the 
figure of the ‘foreigner’, the ‘alien’, the ‘migrant’. Whatever social security states offer those constituted 
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as ‘citizens’ works to secure the national form of state power as well as global capitalist rule which cuts 
across all national borders.

The hegemony of nationalist thought and institutions, however, must not paralyse our efforts to 
engage in research and mobilise support for social practices that work not only for those whom the state 
wants to acknowledge as its national citizens. In what follows, we argue for a move toward a ‘practical 
utopia’ research agenda that allows us to do this. We start with voicing our discontent with studies often 
labelled as ‘critical’ – as in ‘critical citizenship studies’, ‘critical social policy’ or ‘critical migration studies’ 
– for not going far enough. Although it is ‘difficult to escape from the categories we inherit’, (Isin and 
Nyers 2014, 6) we deviate from the by now well-worn paths taken by such studies by deconstructing 
and denaturalising a number of concepts and categories which have formed the core inventory in 
thinking about social security respectively social protection. Thus, the guiding questions for this article 
are: How can we theoretically elaborate a social security perspective that avoids the pitfalls of either a 
migration or a citizenship approach (even ‘critical’ ones)? How can we advance a far-reaching discussion 
of social protection issues without falling into the trap of ‘methodological nationalism’? We believe that 
a mobility perspective on social protection informed by a No Borders approach is helpful for addressing 
these challenges in a constructive way. Though the possible impact of our effort is much broader, we 
start our discussion with a critical view of social work and social service policy in the ‘West’.

2. Conflating ‘the social’ and the nation state

Since the mid-twentieth century, the equation or conflation of social security with state security has 
been largely unchallenged, not least by those who live in the varyingly well-functioning welfare states 
of the ‘Rich World’ and who are perceived as part of the ‘national population’ enjoying full citizenship 
rights. Indeed, the conflation of social security with state security helped form the very ‘nations’ that 
were then portrayed as its intended beneficiaries (Raithelhuber 2018). The establishment of social 
security mechanisms in emerging ‘social states’ or ‘welfare states’ at the end of the nineteenth century 
was vital for the constitution, solidification and generalisation of nationalism (Bommes and Geddes 
2000, 1; Halfmann 2000; Kaufmann 2003). Such ‘welfarism’, Jonathan Hyslop argues, ‘enabled the for-
mation of a (…) ‘national community’ which attached the working class to national racial symbols and 
state institutions’ (Hyslop 1999, 401). Such welfarism(s) constituted an intervention strategy based on 
the spatialisation and territorialisation of social security along increasingly national lines (Senghaas 
2015). This led to an almost exclusive and naturalised understanding of social security as something 
originating from, existing in and activated by the nation state for those counted as its nationals. In this 
paper, we speak of ‘social/state security’ to highlight these linkages.

The strategy of territorialising social security and containing it within the nation-state form was 
based on a relatively new state category: the national citizen (Wagner and Zimmermann 2003; 256f ). 
This intervention strategy tried to bypass dominant, but dissociative group categories, such as class etc. 
(Senghaas 2015, 246), thus obscuring the established economic stratification of societies imagined as 
‘national’ (Anderson 1983, 7). This development culminated in the almost inextricable fixation of social 
rights to the idea of national citizenship. We see this in T.H. Marshall’s widely acknowledged under-
standing of social rights after World War Two (WWII) as part of ‘social citizenship’, in which ‘citizenship 
(…) is, by definition, national’ (Marshall 1950, 95). In this context, we should not forget that this territo-
rialisation of social/state security, often exemplified by Bismarckian social legislation in Germany and 
related laws in other central European countries at the end of the nineteenth century, was originally a 
part of the state repression of labour movements. Turning towards public welfare or, in other words, 
understanding care, protection and welfare as issues for state policy, was first and foremost a means 
of undermining the organisational and socially integrative power of the labour movement and other 
social collectivities that had the power to provide and activate alternative socialities.

Early welfarism was often established through the racialisation of ‘national space’ (Sharma 2015, 
2017). Indeed, in his study of Britain, Australia and South Africa before World War One (WWI), Hyslop 
argues that ‘the idea of the welfare state as belonging to a “white” nation was there at the start’ (Hyslop 
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1999, 403). This was most evident in the context of anti-immigration politics, which also from the 
start demanded racist and sexist restrictions on people’s mobility into nascent nation-states so that 
the relative privilege of White, male workers could be upheld (Baines and Sharma 2002, 79). This fact 
is still observable with regard to internationally mobile female care workers who are immobilised by 
immigration policies in the ‘receiving’ state (Anderson 2013, 159–176). The two processes – disciplining 
labour and enacting racialised and gendered access to welfare states – interacted with each other to 
produce a highly stratified labour market within nation states, indeed, leading to the very construction 
of labour markets as ‘national’.

Between the First and Second World Wars, when the formation of exclusive national ‘societies’ accel-
erated, an international system of nation states was made. Nation states came to regulate not only 
the social mobilities of people through life course policies (e.g. education, labour market, housing, 
old age etc.) but also the physical, spatial mobility of people entering ‘their’ territories. During that 
time, states decreased security for people without citizenship, as studies on passport practices make 
visible (Feldman 2003, 91; Weber and Bowling 2008, 359). Thus, if it is true that the complex arrange-
ment of actions and institutions making up the ‘modern’ nation state is to a substantial degree based 
on its capacity to expropriate ‘from individuals and private entities the legitimate “means of move-
ment”’ (Torpey 2000, 4), then one could argue that the welfare state is fundamentally grounded in its 
capacity to expropriate the legitimate means of social security. If John Torpey is right to argue that 
‘the emergence of passports and related controls on movement’ from the late-nineteenth century on 
are ‘an essential aspect of the “state-ness” of states’, then it is equally the case that the emergence of 
social security schemes and related mechanisms granting or denying access to them is a vital aspect 
of the ‘welfare-ness’ of states. Both produce (im)mobility. Indeed, even for de jure citizens, rights and 
entitlements have been guaranteed if, and only if, they stay within the borders and moral boundaries 
of ‘their’ nation state, and if they are normatively defined as ‘good citizens’ (Anderson 2013, 2–8) or 
‘true members of the nation’ (Wimmer 2002, 1). Thus, the capacity of nation states to embrace ‘their’ 
citizens so ‘care-fully’ might offer one explanation why it is so hard to allow for a non-normative, non-
state-centred perspective on social security.

To sum up, social security and statehood are frequently conflated today precisely because nation 
states – at least in the ‘Western’, European world since the end of the nineteenth century – have used a 
strategy to nationalise and territorialise both the space of societal belonging and social security provi-
sions. Nation states invented and advanced the ‘social/state security’ nexus to buttress their legitima-
tion with a citizenry that, contrary to its rhetoric, was anything but united or homogenous. By making 
national citizenship the basis of rights, nation states bypassed disruptive social group affiliations that 
exposed the conflict between capital and labour. National citizenship existed within a highly stratified 
society wherein the ‘good citizen-worker’ always existed within a system of non-desirable positions for 
both ‘failed citizens’ who increasingly came to be seen as overly dependent on welfare provisions and 
‘non-citizens’ who were increasingly denied them. This, in turn, facilitated the regulation and control of 
all people – independently of their accorded status – within the national territory, especially with regard 
to their social (in)security and (im)mobility. Conflating social security with statehood naturalised a view 
of the nation state as a natural, exclusive home of a (sovereign and culturally bound) people forming 
a ‘flat’ community of solidarity and comradeship within a self-contained territory.

Such views are reflected in the mainstream scholarship on citizenship, migration, and social security. 
Studies in this field often start unquestioningly from the assumption that the nation state serves as a 
container within which social security issues are to be addressed, or, alternatively, they deploy deriv-
ative scales ‘above’ the state (i.e. supranational or international entities) or ‘below’ it (i.e. federal states, 
regional or local entities). As this continues to be a dominant narrative, it shapes the study of how social 
security is organised and how social power can be activated. Within much of the existing scholarship, 
the question of mobility has been side-lined. The fact that ‘social citizenship’ (as seen in Marshall) has 
created a lack of social protection for those people leaving states in which they are ‘citizens’ and for 
those people moving to states in which they are ‘migrants’ has been left largely unaddressed. As a result, 
there is a dearth of studies examining the forms of social protection which people rely on if and when 
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we are mobile (Righard 2008). This scholarly disinterest rests, we argue, on the nationalisation of social 
security and the highly differentiated inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms of nationalised social 
welfare policy. This is not only true for a neo-liberal state, but is anchored at the very core of the secu-
ritising nation state put into place in the heyday of welfare reform. In the next section we examine the 
implications of the dominant understanding of the state-security nexus with regard to the practice of 
social work and the provision of social services, both of which are considered core elements of social/
state security (Garland 2015, 340–344).

2.1. The sedentarist bias in social work and social service provision

Historical analysis of the professional field of social work and its services has shown that they are sys-
tematically interlinked with nation-state building and the establishment of national social policies (e.g. 
Lorenz 2006). Partly profiting from this liaison, as evidenced by its expansion, social work has thus been 
‘delimited by nation-state sedentarism’ (Righard and Boccagni 2015, 241). The professionalisation of 
social work in the context of securitising nation-state bio-politics is reflected in the idea that, at least 
in principle, human services can be provided without incident as long as the individual concerned 
can easily be linked to this state-security nexus and as long as he or she can be fixed in an imagined 
national society and be tied to a specific state territory. Hence, the physical co-presence of clients and 
their spatial fixity has been a defining principle in pedagogical and social work accounts towards social 
services, e.g. in the emphasis on face-to-face situations. At the same time, with a few rare exceptions 
(e.g. Ferguson 2010; Roy 2017), distance and mobility have not been treated as important topics in 
related research and practice.

This sedentarist bias and the problems that arise from it in social work practice and research have 
only recently been noticed and challenged, e.g. in discussions around transnational social work (Negi 
and Furman 2010; Schrooten, Geldof, Withaeckx and Lavent 2016) and transnational social support 
(Chambon, Schröer and Schweppe 2012). However, most of these contributions in social work still do 
not engage with the political dimension of social/state security. If they do so, they nevertheless often 
remain trapped within a statist perspective on welfare provision. They do not recognise how citizen-
ship is caught up in practices of securing the nation state. To support our call for a different research 
approach, in the next section we first sketch out the conventional ties between the concepts of social 
security and citizenship.

2.2. Excluding ‘Non-Citizens’ from social security

As we argued above, in many ‘Western’ welfare states, social security is closely bound to the institution of 
(national) citizenship, a fact which is also reflected in theory and research. At its core, this state-oriented 
notion of social security is essentially grounded in the twofold premise of a person’s status as a full or 
‘good’ citizen within a polity, and his or her lifelong membership of a national community. According to 
a widely shared idea, social citizenship has been seen as a necessary means of producing social cohesion 
in modern, national societies (Taylor-Gooby 2009). In that context, social citizenship represents a form 
of socio-spatial democratic belonging and inclusion in a bounded and exclusive community (Bosniak 
2006, 1). It is designed to support civil and political cohesion and to foster loyalty towards and the 
legitimacy of state institutions (Ferrera 2005, 11f; Bommes 2011, 233).

It has often been argued that, historically, social citizenship rights are an institutionalisation of soli-
darity within a national territory and that it is this which organises the core elements of social security 
(Ferrera 2005, 51). This form of organising solidarity relies on the principle of ‘internal bonding through 
external bounding’ (Ferrera 2005, 4). Our argument is that a view of this kind offers no entry for people 
the state categorises as ‘non-citizens’. Instead, such people become ‘problems’, even ‘threats’, for ‘society’ 
that, along with the nation state itself, service providers cannot, will not – and should not – incorporate. 
The supranational perspectives of human rights are not strong enough to override such a framework, 



MOBILITIES  5

even though some nation states recognise that ‘human rights’ are the basis for some social rights and 
the nation state cannot deny them.

The predominant state-security nexus makes it difficult to deliberate on social policy in a progressive 
way. The reason for this is that our general notion of the subject of the ‘social’ – and, thus, its relationship 
to social security – rests on the national institution of citizenship. To think and act beyond these limits, 
we have to free ourselves from a state-centric perspective. This requires an awareness of the common 
ways social security is organised, and what is problematic about it.

3. ‘Social Protection’: imagining social security beyond the state-centric perspective

Traditionally, social security is understood in terms of national systems, policies and (public) actions 
undertaken or initiated by states, international bodies or transnational NGOs, directed towards individ-
uals and their households and shaped to meet their fundamental requirements in times of need. This 
is as true in Europe and the Americas as it is in other world regions (e.g. Gough 2001; see also Snel and 
Staring 2001, 7f ). However, ethnographic studies in social and cultural anthropology (e.g. Jong 2005, 
10; Boz and Smith 2011; Smith 2012) and on humanitarian relief also reveal a state-centred approach 
in these arenas. Each leaves many aspects of alternative social security systems in the dark. Likewise, 
the conventional understanding of social security, i.e. as existing in the state-welfare-security nexus, 
does not adequately take into account the different temporalities and scales in social security, ranging 
from very small moments and micro-levels up to, potentially, the life span of a human being and a 
planetary dimension (Ticktin 2014). Furthermore, it cannot cover the social security of people living in 
circumstances where welfare states have only developed to a very limited degree or where the state 
itself is a source, if not the major source, of insecurity (Benda-Beckmann 2015, 245).

To avoid a one-dimensional, state-based, institutional and policy-oriented perspective on social 
security, we need a more fundamental and diversified understanding of the issues at hand. We use the 
term ‘social protection’ to discuss this new perspective. Having chosen this term for our discussion, we 
are nevertheless aware that it evokes quite disparate associations depending on the situatedness of 
the reader. For example, for those familiar with the Soviet experience, it is evocative of state policies of 
ideological control and patronage, whereas for others the Anglophone term ‘social protection’ might 
not easily translate into their vernacular language and concepts. We are also conscious of the fact that 
colleagues use other terms and concepts to criticise the conventional state-centric or humanitarian-cen-
tric usages of these terms, e.g. the concept of ‘social care’ (Daly and Lewis 2000). For the time being, 
however, we continue to use social protection as a way to advance our argument for a new ‘practical 
utopia’ approach.

One way to start developing a social protection perspective is to examine social protection arrange-
ments employed by individuals and to situate these within broader social relationships and practices. 
This starts with the assumption that the classic divisions of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’, ‘modern’ and ‘tradi-
tional’ forms of social security, as well as common differentiations made between the state, market and 
civil society/community, are insufficient to address the complex relationships within what we call social 
protection and its related practices. Hence, a strong case is made for taking into account the overlapping 
– and potentially explosive – normative and cognitive frameworks of regulations which define temporal 
and spatial conditions as well as situational requirements and entitlements for the provision of material 
and immaterial benefits (Benda-Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann 2007, 6). This reveals that indi-
viduals can combine social protection systems which are regulated through public law with forms that 
run across or below the level of the nation state, e.g. forms that are arranged locally or trans-nationally, 
as studies in the anthropology of law have shown (Benda-Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann 2007, 
165; Benda-Beckmann 2015). Social protection thus encompasses the joint efforts of individuals, groups, 
and organisations to negotiate the obstacles posed by the insecurities of everyday life. 

Social security in this approach is shorthand for the social provisions catering to situations in which persons cannot 
care for themselves or are at risk of losing the capacity to care for themselves (…) This conceptualisation presupposes 
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an evaluation of what an ordinary person is; of what he or she can be expected to suffer as ordinary adversity, and 
of what is considered need for which others have to provide support. (Benda-Beckmann 2015, 246, 249)

We take advantage of the work by Franz and Kebeet von Benda-Beckmann (1994) who use the term 
‘social security’. They develop a functional perspective on social security to avoid the pitfalls of a nar-
row Western, welfarist perspective. Though we think that such a functionalist definition needs to be 
enriched by a discursive understanding, paralleling the current discussion on regimes (Baker 2016; 
Horvath, Amelina and Peters 2017), we think that to some extent it fits well with our more practice- and 
actor-oriented perspective and intention, which we term ‘social protection’.

Investigations into social protection schemes in world regions other than the Euro-American context 
bring to light various protection mechanisms. In so-called developing countries, especially, people 
have to organise social protection with reference to very different regulations and mechanisms, thus 
creating a ‘patchwork’ (Jong 2005). Current studies have shown that border-crossing people develop 
mobile, trans-local and transnational forms of social protection – for example the establishment of 
religious institutions, burial societies, homeland associations etc., it has been acknowledged that these 
social protection mechanisms, while not often linked to a welfare state, are nevertheless shaped by the 
defining powers of (possibly several) nation states. Further, development policy and refugee studies 
reflect the idea that mechanisms of social protection can be relatively transient, designed to enhance 
people’s agency within the living conditions of the moment.

While ‘transnational social protection’ (Faist 2013; Barglowski, Bilecen, and Amelina 2014; Levitt et al. 
2017) has recently been discussed – and is likely to be discussed in the future – we do not consider these 
efforts to go far enough. Discussions on ‘global’ or ‘transnational’ social protection do not challenge a 
state-centric perspective in any fundamental way. One reason for this is that they remain stuck in what 
can be called a ‘migration perspective’ and, as such, they reproduce the common division between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’. Secondly, while they are concerned with more than just the state and related state-centred 
mechanisms, they tend not to question the normative assumptions that accompany an approach of this 
type, e.g. the conceptualisations behind ‘formal’ versus ‘informal’ mechanisms. Thirdly, such discussions’ 
existing conceptualisations of various protection mechanisms do not systematically address the highly 
ambivalent dynamics of protection and de-protection. These are not merely opposite poles along an 
‘either-or’ axis. Protection and de-protection can be mutually constitutive or intermeshed and, as such, 
protection and a lack thereof make more sense from a relational-relativistic ‘both-and’ perspective. And, 
fourthly, none of the proposals at hand that want to or promise to extend the state-centric perspective 
on social security takes into consideration the complex interplay of mobilities and immobilities with 
social protection and de-protection. To move towards such a perspective, we now turn to the intersec-
tion of social protection and mobilities.

4. The relation of social protection to mobility, within and across state borders

Mobility is a necessary pre-condition for large numbers of people to receive social protection. This is 
most obvious for people needing to flee situations such as war, poverty, environmental disasters, and 
nationalist, racist, sexist and homophobic attacks. It is also important for those who do not have access 
to ‘private’ or ‘public’ social security in the state territories in which they reside and in which they may 
or may not be ‘citizens’. This is true, for example, of undocumented people, or even some ‘failed citizens’ 
(Anderson 2013), e.g. those without medical coverage who would have to travel long distances in order 
to receive accessible medical consultations and treatment.

Nevertheless, the role of mobility with regard to social protection is ambivalent. Mobility can be a 
decisive factor in achieving social protection, but it can also lead to partial losses. It can raise new needs, 
risks and legal obstacles which call for more, different forms of social protection (Snel and Staring 2001). 
Moreover, mobile people who cross national borders are often exposed to a number of additional risks 
due to the immigration status they are accorded by states (Scheiwe 2010). They may have a number 
of needs exceeding those of the population granted national citizenship. Thus, the role of ethnic/
national/religious communities and personal networks of social support as elements of alternative 
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social protection systems and mechanisms has been highlighted (Weißköppel 2008; Sabates-Wheeler 
and Feldman 2011, 18, 22f; Amelina, Bilecen, et al., 2012; Chambon, Schröer, and Schweppe 2012; 
Pries and Sezgin 2012; Duscha 2013). Indeed, recent research emphasises that mobile people crossing 
national borders tend to safeguard their risks within large portfolios (MacAuslan and Sabates-Wheeler 
2011, 71). Such mixed forms of individual ‘social security arrangements’ (Jong 2005, 12) can encompass 
different actors and relate to diverse social spaces. They are potentially linked to a variety of state and 
non-state institutions on different scales.

4.1. Knowledge gaps in research on the migration-security Nexus

Up to now, there has been insufficient analysis of the kinds of tensions and contradictions that arise 
as border-crossing mobile people and relevant organisations deal with pluralities in social protection. 
While ongoing discussions on welfare pluralism and welfare mixes are aware of new challenges facing 
social security (e.g. Evers 1990; Ascoli and Ranci 2002; Powell and Barrientos 2004), they still fall short on 
examining this. One reason for this is that their somewhat institutional view lacks any extended insight 
into multiple, layered social protection mechanisms and transnational phenomena.

Nevertheless, some contributions on the so-called migration-security nexus provide a strong focus 
on how people experience the presence or absence of security, and how they deal with issues around 
social protection. These studies address the legal borders and institutional boundaries which funda-
mentally shape people’s lack of access to formal social security mechanisms, as well as how people 
negotiate access to protection mechanisms through concrete interactions and with regard to barriers 
to community engagement, such as a lack of important informal networks (cf. Goldring, Berinstein, 
and Bernhard 2009; Avato, Koettl, and Sabates-Wheeler 2010, 455; Sabates-Wheeler and Koettl 2010; 
Hayes and Mason 2011, 1). What is missing from this approach, however, is an examination of how these 
new situations of social protection affect mobile people’s agency. Likewise, we know very little about 
the material and immaterial ‘critical infrastructures’ (Korpela 2016) underlying these social protection 
mechanisms and arrangements. And there is little research into how such social protection arrange-
ments and their infrastructures are linked to social/state security institutions and policies, or their wider 
entrenchment in statehood, citizenship and governmentality. In addition, researchers have argued for 
a stronger emphasis on transformative measures of social security, running across the classic dimen-
sions of promotive, preventive or protective measures. These transformative measures ‘aim to alter the 
bargaining power of various individuals and groups within society (…)’ (Sabates-Wheeler and Waite 
2003, 8). This transformative view connects to concerns about equity, social rights and empowerment. 
It questions the link between social security and citizenship as well as related ‘democratic’ practices.

The basic idea of these transformative measures or mechanisms can be translated as aiming to 
enhance the social agency of vulnerable groups and as a practical form of bringing about citizenship 
(see also Stasiulis and Bakan 2003, 157–167). We consider such a perspective problematic, however, 
because it continues to embrace citizenship. Traditionally, most work in citizenship studies has focused 
on ‘citizens’ – asking how their participation can be brought about, if there should be more, different 
forms of social programmes for them and so on. We realise that over the past fifteen years, citizenship 
studies has to some extent turned towards ‘non-citizens’. Hence, progressive scholars have tried to 
extend the category of citizenship by, for instance, proposing a model of ‘citizenship from below’ or 
‘activist citizenship’ and addressing ‘claims of citizenship’ or focusing on ‘acts of citizenship’ (Isin 2009, 
2008; Nyers and Rygiel 2012; see also Raithelhuber 2015) as well as suggesting new forms of a more 
flexible ‘domicile citizenship’ (Bauder 2014). But a lot of the literature – even within this body of critical, 
progressive contributions – is still characterised by an underlying assumption that everyone should 
somehow ‘have’ citizenship in order to be ‘social’ and thus receive social/state security. Citizenship is 
still presumed to be the organising framework for people's agentive capacity in the world.

No Borders studies, an approach we employ, have criticised this nation-state centrism on citizenship. 
A No Borders perspective insists that people should not be categorised through inherently exclusionary 
state forms of identification such as ‘migrant’ or ‘citizen’ (Baines and Sharma 2002). In other words, a No 
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Borders perspective argues for demolishing any kind of citizenship categorisation as a precondition 
of social protection, and, relatedly, for being social. So what does such an attitude mean for our per-
spective of social protection?

4.2. Mobilising research on social protection without dividing ‘Us’ from ‘Them’

Up to now, studies in social/state security have partly been linked to migration studies in analysing the 
so-called migration-security nexus. What remains absent in such approaches, even in critical ones, is an 
empirical and theoretical elaboration of a social protection perspective that avoids the pitfalls of either 
a migration or a citizenship approach. We need an approach that advances a far-reaching discussion 
of social protection issues without falling into the trap of ‘methodological nationalism’ (Amelina et al. 
2012; Wimmer and Schiller 2002). We need a discussion of social protection issues which is, on one hand, 
aware of ongoing debates on the restructuring of the (welfare) state and related security systems, but, 
on the other hand, does so without re-constructing a separation along the lines of ‘autochthonous’ or 
‘natural’ inhabitants of a nation state who are vested with rights and ‘migrants’ or ‘unnatural’ inhabitants 
of these same places who are left without access to such rights.

Many contributions to the fields of social security and migration reflect an inbuilt misassumption. 
They start from the assumption that ‘citizens’ are those who are not exposed to state borders, or do 
not experience them, whereas ‘migrants’ do. Yet scholars in No Borders studies argue that, ‘despite their 
assumption of free passage, citizens are not exempt from the power of borders, and their impact is both 
direct and indirect’ (Anderson, Sharma, and Wright 2009, 7). Borders not only follow ‘migrants’ into the 
national sphere, they also chase and affect everyone. ‘Borders follow [all] people and surround them as 
they try to access paid labour, welfare benefits, health, labour protections, education, civil associations, 
and justice.’ (Anderson, Sharma, and Wright 2009, 6) We claim that a critical examination of the stated 
deficiency of current approaches on social security and a move towards a social protection perspective 
can be realised, in part, by the analytical and methodological toolkit offered by a mobilities approach; 
one, furthermore, enhanced by the insights of No Borders Studies.

5. Addressing social mobility with a mobilities approach

National welfare states claim their legitimacy, amongst other things, by promising social mobility, i.e. 
the pledge that status positions are flexible and may be upgraded. Welfare states use this argument of 
social mobility as a core strategy for both their constitution and their delimitation. This is one reason 
why the notion of ‘social mobility’ became a fundamental concept in the social sciences of the twen-
tieth century. As a result, the constitution of welfare states is closely interlinked with the ideologies 
of equality of opportunity and social justice. These are said to correct class differences through the 
provision of social security (Kaufmann 2013, 98). In this context, social mobility is understood as a 
change of social allocations or positions, which according to a widely shared belief has to be supported 
or even induced by socio-political arrangements and state actions. In the process of looking for a ‘fix’ 
for material and immaterial distinctions, the basis for them is depoliticised. We can see this from how 
‘migration’ processes have been considered with regard to social mobility. Two aspects have been dis-
cussed. Firstly, we are told of the emergence of an ‘underclass’ through migration and the concomitant 
decline of these people’s social status positions. This narrative is accompanied by the fear that these 
changes might impact negatively on the status positions of the state’s citizens. Secondly, political and 
scientific discussions accentuate the strong inclination some ‘migrants’ show to invest in their social 
advancement. This is commonly referred to as ‘their’ commitment toward upward mobility, which is 
also thought to threaten the ‘autochthonous’ population to some extent.

In this context, ‘migration’ is considered a phenomenon through which human beings ‘enter’ a lay-
ered societal structure. This is reflected in existing studies on the political economy of migration and 
labour segmentation, which highlight the structural role of immigration in national economies. Studies 
in this field also point to the role of settlement services for ‘immigrants’ in countering the common 
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undervaluation of ‘immigrant’ labour and facilitating social mobility in the ‘receiving country’. Often, 
‘migrants’, understood as having been granted access to such a national societal welfare space, are seen 
to have accepted their subordination in the existing modes of social mobility. This perspective considers 
geographical mobility only as a context, and is unable to encompass physical mobility (and immobility) 
as a structuring relation of states in relation to people’s mobility and their social protection. Viewpoints 
of this kind are thus deeply rooted within a ‘methodological nationalism’, since they take the national 
ordering of the world as ‘natural’ and thus fail to examine how the very categories of ‘citizen’ and ‘migrant’ 
are produced by nation states. From this perspective, the geographical or physical mobility of human 
beings in and out of national welfare states or across them is easily (and often wrongly) understood as 
endangering the nation-state order of social mobility. One reason for such a misinformed view is that 
it does not recognise the fundamental entanglement of (in)equalities and (im)mobilities (Glick Schiller 
and Salazar 2013; Söderström et al. 2013, 7), a perspective that has become more and more important 
in the context of discussion on the politics of (im)mobilities.

6. Addressing power questions and inequality within a mobilities approach

In the post-disciplinary approach to mobilities studies (Urry 2007, 6), social and geographical mobilities 
are understood as forming a complex interrelationship which defies established nation-state enclosures, 
but is nevertheless heavily influenced by these conditions. While there are obvious similarities to other 
approaches and recent ‘turns’ in social theory, mobilities studies claims a number of unique features 
(for an overview see Cresswell 2011a, 551f ). First, the main focus of mobilities studies understands 
movement as a fundamental geographical fact and not just as context. Mobilities are considered with 
regard to both calculable and measurable movement and with regard to their meaning (Adey 2009, 14). 
Hence, mobilities studies opens up a perspective which does not principally focus on social mobility 
as a change of nationally bound status positions in a vertical line (i.e. top to bottom or reverse), but 
starts from geographical mobility as a social phenomenon in its horizontal complexity. Second, mobil-
ities studies claims to simultaneously register movements on different scales, from the movement of 
bodies or transport infrastructures up to global flows of labour, goods and people, while also asking 
how these different mobilities rely upon and shape each other. Third, it takes into account the move-
ment of a wide range of things, such as ideas, people and objects, and asks how they are entangled, 
e.g. such as the combination of mobile technologies and corporeal acts of movement and stillness. 
Fourth, mobility is not conceptualised in opposition to stasis, location or a halt. That is, it challenges 
an ‘either…or’ approach. Hence, to allow social life to be approached as a process, both fixity/stillness 
and movement are understood as relative and as interconnected (Bissell and Fuller 2013). Fifth, the 
use, reflection and development of mobile methods as well as a mobile theoretisation is claimed to 
be a necessary condition for the study of mobilities (D’Andrea, Ciolfi, and Gray 2011, 152; Cresswell 
2012, 647f; Manderscheid 2014). Finally, mobilities studies is increasingly focusing on different politics 
of mobility. Hence, the question of how movement, power and politics are interwoven and what this 
means for everyday life are being placed on the agenda (Bærenholdt 2013; Doughty and Murray 2016), 
as for example in works on the forced motionlessness of detainees or refugees, or – relatedly, on forced 
‘repatriation’ through deportation (De Genova and Nathalie 2010; Merriman 2015, 38ff.). To avoid a 
romanticisation of movement, scholars sensitive to such traps have promoted a ‘regimes-of-mobility 
approach’ (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013; Baker 2016). This approach claims to take into account how 
different regimes of (im)mobility are interconnected – for example, how the movement of a few is 
normalised while the endeavours of many others are suppressed or even criminalised (Glick Schiller 
and Salazar 2013; 189). While the role of nation states in the construction, stabilization and legitimation 
of such regimes of mobilities is examined, the regimes-of-mobility approach does not take the nation 
state and derivative notions as units of analysis forming the basis for an examination of movements. 
As a relativistic-relational approach towards (im)mobilities it claims to be sensitive to the unequal, 
world-spanning relationalities of power which are formed by social, cultural, political and economic 
relations of capitalist production, as these are instantiated and transacted in particular local contexts 
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(Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013, 196). In other words, this can be understood as a call to be generally 
attentive to processes of accumulation and subtraction, aggregation and distribution, fixity and fluidity, 
stasis and movement – and the relationships between these processes – in people’s (im)mobilities and 
in the production of (un)equal social positionalities.

7. A mobilities approach towards social protection

While the study of security or, to put it more correctly, the study of securitisation has been a well-re-
searched topic in both mobilities studies (Cresswell 2014, 718) and border studies (Rumford 2010), 
particularly in the post-9/11 world, social protection has not yet been well researched in mobilities 
studies. Nevertheless, the combination of the two naturally suggests itself, especially if we want to 
address critical issues in the field and develop knowledge extending beyond dominant, nation-state-
centric narratives and approaches in research on social policy, social work or migration. For example, 
as discussed above, a mobilities approach to social protection reveals the widely held assumption 
that social security is a quasi-natural feature and scope of responsibility of the nation state (described 
above as ‘social/state security’) to be an ahistorical, static portrayal. An image of this kind disavows the 
role of past and present mobilities in the constitution of our present notions of ‘security’, ‘identity’ and 
‘citizenship’ (Cresswell 2012, 636). The central role currently played by national citizenship in some indi-
viduals’ right to social/state security, and the idea that social security provision is a core responsibility 
of nation states, rest upon material and immaterial practices of identifying individuals and upon the 
marking of bodies in relation to state regulations on mobilities of all sorts and to ideological practices 
which ‘fix’ people in bio-political state categories according to their ‘age’, ‘gender’, ‘race’, ‘nationality’ or 
simply ‘belonging’ or ‘being from’.

For example, studies on the development of European cities in early modern times show the increas-
ing role of documents and related practices of social categorisation and identification in regulating 
access to security measures (including the right to beg for alms) (Anderson 2013; Cresswell 2013, 110; 
for an overview see Sachße and Tennstedt 1980). Scholars have discussed the link between such devel-
opments and changes in political economies leading to the enhanced mobility of large numbers of 
people as a result of changes in the systems of production, property and (political) rule, as well as 
changes in people’s ideas about and aspirations to freedom. Similarly, developments in statehood and 
citizenship can be traced back to developments in the mobility-security nexus. As scholars have shown, 
the modern conception of citizens and their space, as well as the upscaling of citizenship and related 
forms of identity from a local, urban level to a national level, have been constituted in close relation to 
citizens’ ‘other’, i.e. wanderers, vagrants, or simply ‘non-citizens’, who, as a consequence of their status, 
have not been granted the same benefits or rights (Bauman 1987; Isin 2002; Weber and Bowling 2008; 
Cresswell 2011b; Anderson 2013).

Historical perspectives thus show that the development of social/state security regimes and practices 
of social protection and mobility are closely interrelated. From a historical and contemporary standpoint, 
we can also see that ideas about social protection, including ideas about the need for radical or even 
revolutionary changes in the provision of social protection, also travel (for the case of social work and 
social reforms see Rodogno, Struck, and Vogel 2014; Chambon, Johnstone, and Köngeter 2015). The 
circulation of such ideas in the context of refugeeism, political oppression or even slavery operates as 
a catalyst encouraging knowledge about what people consider desirable and how social protection 
can be brought about. Historical examples include the circulation of liberal or communist ideas on the 
rule of the social, on collective identities and on living conditions in the context of exile, banishment, 
labour movements or revolutionary engagement (e.g. international brigades fighting in the Spanish 
civil war). Similar processes are revealed by contemporary research on temporary migrant workers or 
itinerant labourers.

Another aspect where the combination of a mobilities and social protection approach becomes visi-
ble is the role of places, infrastructures and systems. As mobility scholars have noted, people’s mobilities 
depend on a number of systems and moorings which enable and anticipate such physical mobilities 
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and their repetition across time (Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 2006), such as places to connect to the World 
Wide Web (e.g. Internet cafés, free wifi spots), transport arrangements, medical help, numbers to call 
in case of an emergency (private ones or even the number of a consulate of the nation state issuing 
their passport), houses of prayer and meditation. Mobile people use these elements to reduce the 
risks involved in travelling, and to make social connections across state categories of identification, all 
while on the move. We turn now back to our example on the practice of social work and the provision 
of (personal) social services, asking what such an unfolding of a mobilities perspective holds for these 
fields of research and practice.

8. The merit of a mobilities and social policy perspective for social work

Up to now, social work has primarily considered mobilities as a challenge and a burden caused by people 
on the move; ‘migrants’ are seen as a potential disturbance to social orderings, especially to the order 
of the national welfare state. The ‘social problems’ addressed by social workers are imagined as existing 
within nationally contained societies, so people’s geographical mobility across national political bound-
aries has been apprehended as a disruption to established organisational ways of addressing the issue 
of (national) social mobility. Hence, social work has looked at cross-border mobility as a phenomenon 
which ‘rips’ people out of ‘their’ existing national orders of social mobility and transports them into new 
and different national orders of social mobility, support and intervention. Within such a perspective, 
social work is tasked with strengthening people’s social positioning and potential social mobility within 
the national-societal framework in order to support people’s processes of national acculturation.

Following this logic, forms of social protection that arise within and through geographical mobility, 
or forms of social protection which systematically rely on or are at least partially influenced by geo-
graphical mobility, can only be seen as forms of compensation or transitory moments. Further, this view 
suggests that social protection arrangements based on geographical mobility or connected to it are 
only substandard. There is an expectation that people will gradually accept social services within the 
national welfare system or national society and abandon other social protections. Conversely, social 
work has viewed social services as simply not intended for a certain category of people, as the case of 
illegalised and ‘invisibilised’ people shows.

From this perspective of national order, service provisions of social care, social help/assistance and 
social support are organised into a hierarchy which leads to certain people’s mobilities being devalued. 
In the process, the rule and order of the nation state is reproduced and, at least to some extent, legit-
imised. To avoid this, it is crucial for social work to analyse the links of mobilities and social protection 
and related interdependencies in local and trans-local arrangements. In this context it would be helpful 
to consider the ability to be geographically and socially mobile as a feature of social life and social 
interdependency and – vice versa – to understand social interdependency as a feature of geographical 
and social mobility. As a consequence, social work would have to take up an active and progressive role 
within the overall entanglement of mobilities and social policy from the local to the trans-local level.

9. How a no borders perspective expands a mobilities approach

Incorporating a No Borders perspective offers a number of advantages to a mobilities approach. First, 
No Borders studies demonstrate how, historically and methodologically, the very constitution of the 
‘migrant’ is always already ‘nation-state-centric’ (Anderson, Sharma, and Wright 2009, 10). A No Borders 
approach thus extends the rejection of methodological nationalism to include the social, economic and 
political work done by placing people in various state categories ranging from ‘citizen’ to ‘temporary 
foreign worker’ or ‘illegal migrant’ (Sharma 2006). Second, research on ‘migrants’ bears the great danger 
of reducing the analytical perspective on movement solely to the moving body (Manderscheid 2014). In 
doing so, the origins and causes of mobility are subjectivised and cognitivised, instead of asking about 
the processes of subjectification that are facilitated through movement or standstill (see also Mezzadra 
and Neilson 2012; Nail 2015). Third, and relatedly, concentrating on the figure of the ‘migrant’ as if it 
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were a solitary, self-contained object is problematic because it disregards the ‘multiple ways and scales 
by which the figure of “the migrant” is imagined, defined, and represented (both in the abstract and in 
the particular)’ (Anderson, Sharma, and Wright 2009, 10), i.e. the ways that ‘migrants’ are regarded not 
simply as people who move, but as a particular ‘type’ of gendered, racialised, and classed people who 
are generally evaluated negatively. Thus, while Thomas Nail notes that the figure of the ‘migrant’ is not a 
natural entity or person (Nail 2015, 2, 5), but ‘a mobile social position or spectrum that people move into 
and out of under certain social conditions of mobility’ (Nail 2015, 235), it is also true that some people 
are regarded, ethnizised and devalued as ‘migrants’ even if they have not crossed national borders to 
get to where they are, e.g. ‘second-generation immigrants’ or ‘persons with an immigration background’ 
(Elrick and Schwartzman 2015). Fourth, studies on migration, even those using a transnational approach, 
‘have generally retained as the unit of analysis a national, ethnic or ethno-religious community that is 
thought to share history, culture and language’ (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013, 192; see also Söderström 
et al. 2013, 10). Within such a perspective, the mobile ‘subjects’ under study are at risk of being pre-
sorted, collected and grouped according to this idea of a primordial, dominant or intrinsic belonging 
to somewhere (i.e. a place, country) or someone (i.e. a collectivity) even before we engage with the 
complexity of mobilities and immobilities. This, ironically, serves to reinforce an underlying notion of 
fixity. Fifth, a No Borders perspective on mobilities thus demands sensitivity to the inter-relationship of 
state power, capitalist markets (especially in the case of labour), and the formation of political subjec-
tivities. The fact that states have always been interested in regulating and restricting people’s mobility 
should not blind us to the fact that different forms of the state (e.g. monarchical, imperial or national) 
have very different perspectives and regulatory regimes regarding people’s mobilities (Mongia 2007; 
Sharma 2017). Each of these different forms of state power is profoundly connected to the state’s work in 
producing exploitable labour and in politically distinguishing between people living within its claimed 
territories. Historicising different forms of state power and how each regulates and restricts people’s 
mobilities is of particular importance for understanding the emergence of the figure of the ‘migrant’, a 
category which is fundamentally tied to the nationalisation of state sovereignty (Sharma forthcoming). 
Historicising the link between the regulation and restriction of people moving into nation states (as 
compared to the restriction of people leaving imperial states), and the kinds of labour markets and 
ideas about ‘society’ that correspond to various forms of state power, tells us a great deal about the 
political importance of both mobility (e.g. geographical mobility) and immobility (e.g. legislated by 
immigration restrictions or by placing people into state categories, such as ‘guest worker’, that legalise 
their unfreedom). Sixth, a No Borders view on connections more clearly shows the separations produced 
by nation-state borders, in particular. A No-Borders approach to mobilities extends our understanding 
of the limitations that state regulations and restrictions place on our ideas of ‘society’ and, relatedly, 
our sense of self as individuals as well as our sense of being part of a social collectivity. For example, a 
No Borders perspective can more clearly show the relationship between the construction of welfare 
states, the formation of nationalised self-identifications and the legitimisation this gave to increasingly 
repressive controls on cross-border mobility from the late-nineteenth century onward. By refusing the 
methodological nationalisms inherent in both studies of social security and migration, a No Borders 
approach insists on empirical studies that do not ignore movements and connections in order to make 
sense of a nationalised view of ‘society’.

In short, a mobilities perspective that incorporates No Borders studies in regard to the movement 
of people can address a number of rigidities which have to date obscured the dominant agendas in 
both political practice and scholarship. Perhaps most significantly, a No Borders approach to mobilities 
studies liberates us from the alluring and somewhat misleading category of ‘migrants’. It directs our 
attention towards the practices, regulations, infrastructures, moorings, systems, discourses or regimes 
that allow for differential movements and forms of mobile and immobile existences among all kinds of 
people, including by attaching certain qualities to (some) people, by merging them with objects and 
technologies, by tracing their movements or by allowing or hindering them to generate value from past 
movements. This implies sensitiveness towards, and rule in, their present national form. With regard 
to social security in particular, the nation state and its practices of social citizenship produces certain 
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patterns of mobilities to some extent while also producing a large number of barriers to other forms 
of mobilities. A No Borders approach to mobilities studies shows us the close relationship between the 
state’s regulation and restriction on mobility and the construction – and naturalisation – of entangled 
hierarchies of all sorts (economic, political, social, etc.).

10. Concluding remarks and open questions

As a contribution to current efforts for a cross-fertilization of mobility studies with different research 
programmes (Büscher, Sheller, and Tyfield 2016, 486). Our paper contains a review of existing research 
and a proposal for how to move forward at the intersection of mobilities and social protection. One 
thread that runs through it is a No Borders perspective on social/state security, or social politics and 
social policy. One weakness of the existing reception of No Borders perspectives and politics is that they 
are primarily discussed in migration studies or migration-related policy and only loosely connected 
to other fields of academic work, e.g. social-policy-related fields and discussions. Ironically, it seems 
that freeing No Borders studies from its ‘migratory chains’ and placing it within the broader analytical 
perspective of mobilities studies offers us a much-needed lens to research into a number of salient 
issues in social work which are not seen to be linked to ‘migration’.

A discussion of ‘migrants’ (and their mobility) tends towards an analysis of state immigration policies 
alone. We argue for the need to connect the ‘social mobility’ literature, with its emphasis on socio-eco-
nomic aspects, to the ‘mobilities approach’ in migration literature. Doing so illuminates not only the 
processes behind cross-border mobilities, but also the centrality of (im)mobilities in the lives of ‘citizens’. 
Recent work shows that even those formally classified as the state’s ‘citizens’ often experience the world 
in ways not dissimilar to those labelled ‘migrants’ (see, for example, Wacquant 2009; Anderson 2013). 
This becomes more obvious when viewed through the lens of a No Borders mobilities approach, e.g. 
by examining their containment within socio-economic conditions and possibilities that fence them 
off from the surrounding world of other, especially ‘good’, citizens.

We ask whether there are ways to think of ‘mobility-centred’ forms of social protection, and, indeed, 
of social solidarity and social policy. There are many policies that attempt to shape mobility in one way 
or the other. Yet national frameworks of social protection cannot incorporate the fundamental fact of 
inter-national or intra-national human mobility. What a No Borders mobility approach toward social 
policies clearly shows us is the immobility that national forms of social protection produce. We observe 
that much analysis of social protection acts as if there was a solution for processes of exclusion within 
the existing national social policy framework itself. For example, proposals are made to improve the 
conditions for and of national employment. Nevertheless, the fact that social policy as we know it is 
nation-state-centric and thus has strong exclusionary mechanisms built into it is not addressed, never 
mind challenged, by mainstream and even ‘critical’ scholarship. Some scholars are trying to establish 
a mobility-centred approach, but most are still trying to ‘include’ ‘migrants’ in the national community 
and have their needs met by national welfare policies that revolve around the citizen. In this way, even 
progressive discussions are still centred on ‘access’, but do not criticise the nation-state framework 
which creates ‘citizens’ and ‘migrants’.

This leads us to the statement that, practically, we first need to stop being nation-state-centric. Nation 
state centrism is a violent process that forcibly expels growing numbers of people from ‘society’ only to 
produce them as always-already ‘threats’ to it. There is no ‘fix’ possible within the nation state, as none 
of these exclusive and exclusionary mechanisms and effects are merely accidents. Furthermore, even 
if we were to accept the fantasy that nation states just need to expand their welfare policies to include 
the currently excluded, it is hardly probable that they will do so. Even if they did, new mechanisms of 
exclusion would invariably be implemented.

Hence – and this might be the most challenging task – we need to move forward beyond a mere 
critique of existing social/state security and social policy. What is needed is a new research agenda 
that affects many existing fields. We need concrete research programmes that allow us to imagine new 
analytical approaches and political practices. How can we get beyond just documenting the exclusion? 



14  E. RAITHELHUBER ET AL.

The question that has to be asked, then, is the following: What is the ‘true community’ that provides 
social protection which can account for mobility? This question might lead to a search for examples that 
allow us to imagine and analyse other forms of social solidarity and protection. Moreover, we need to 
imagine the existence of such collectivities and socialities beyond small examples or beyond any kind of 
ethnic-national-racist ‘groupism’ (Brubaker 2004, 2013). We suggest a move towards a ‘practical utopias’ 
agenda to both research and the forms that social protection takes. An approach that is ‘utopic’ because 
it demands nothing less than a world held in common but also ‘practical’ because it more accurately 
reflects people’s actual practices and very real desires for social protection.
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