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Chapter 13
Protests Revisited: Political Configurations, 
Political Culture and Protest Impact

Gianni D’Amato and Helen Schwenken

13.1  Introduction

Migration and asylum issues are an important and contested policy field (van der 
Brug et al. 2015; Cinalli 2016). Migratory movements affect the issue of state sov-
ereignty as much as they change societies. The modes of contestation and politiciza-
tion, however, vary and change through cycles of attention and within different 
national and local contexts. This book brings together new empirical research on a 
set of three protest types: first, solidarity protests, second, refugee self-organized 
protests and third, mobilizations against newly arrived refugees in three countries, 
Austria, Germany and Switzerland. By looking at supportive, self-organized, and 
counter movements, we expect to provide a nuanced portrait of contemporary bot-
tom- up mobilizations and contestations in the field of refugee and migration poli-
cies. In line with social movement studies, this study on political protest takes as its 
starting point the assumption that grassroots activism, civil disobedience, resistance, 
lobbying efforts, and more traditional forms of claims-making and politics together 
constitute an important policy field and are co-constitutive for an adequate under-
standing of modern democratic governance. However, it is not easy to decipher how 
such co-constitutive processes work and whether and how bottom-up mobilizations 
have an impact (Giugni et al. 1999) on societal debates, the governance in the field 
of asylum, migrant and refugee reception, and their inclusion. In order to investigate 
these and other issues with the necessary thoroughness, the volume’s contributions 
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engage prominently with protests in one sub-field of migration-related contesta-
tions: deportations (part II and some contributions in part III). The contributions on 
refugee self-organized protests (part III) and restrictive protests (part IV) as well as 
the contextualizing chapters in Part I enable us to grasp and contextualize the lines 
of solidarity and conflict (see Rosenberger 2018).

Why make an empirically-based analysis through the lens of deportation? Nancy 
Hiemstra (2016), in her review essay on recent studies on deportation and detention, 
lamented that existing research identifies deportation and detention “as routine 
responses to immigration” (2016, 3), but does not examine the potential for change 
or disruption. This has been a key motivation for this book and the comparative, 
trilateral research project on anti-deportation protests that forms the foundation of 
many of the chapters. Deportations are indeed subject to societal debate and provoke 
civil society actors’ collective action. Therefore, one initial added benefit of this 
volume is that it presents entirely new data in the field of comparative deportation 
studies regarding repertoires, strategies, and the impacts of political protest. Research 
on deportation has so far been either comparative on a macro level (by comparing 
deportation statistics and policies in “deportation nations,” Wong 2015), but failed to 
take into account bottom-up mobilizations, or it has operated less with systematic 
empirical research, but more in terms of theorizing (De Genova and Peutz 2010). 
Our research project contains two types of systematic data: first, a new comprehen-
sive quantitative data set on protests against deportations from media analysis 
(1993–2013) in three countries, and second qualitative data from 15 strategically 
selected case studies. These data provide a basis for analyses that can say more than 
that protests are “place- or circumstance-specific,” as Hiemstra (2016, 3) character-
ized most research outcomes so far. A second added benefit of the volume is that it 
contributes with its broad data basis to the question whether anti- deportation protests 
constitute a transnational movement (Tazreiter 2010). As our data indicates, there is 
not much evidence for such a transnationally connected movement. On the other 
hand, it is exactly this same data that points to another type of connection, which has 
not been taken into consideration often. There is a broad and often indirectly as well 
as directly connected spectrum of protests around the issue of non- citizens’ rights 
and national sovereignty. It therefore intends as a third added benefit to overcome the 
tendency to take an isolationist approach in much of the social movement literature. 
Its objective is to better understand the constellations, repertoires, and mechanisms 
contributing to movement dynamics and to protest outcomes.

In this concluding chapter, we take stock of contributing to the study of movement 
dynamics and protest outcomes. Furthermore, we discuss these in the light of social 
movement theories and existing scholarship on deportation and pro-migrant and anti-
migrant and refugee mobilization. Given the systematic and comparative research 
design of the trilateral research project on anti-deportation protests, these results will 
be predominantly discussed in the conclusion. In this chapter, we first look from 
above, so to speak, onto our research field, and then go back to our initial theoretical 
approach, namely the Political Opportunity Structure Approach (POS) from social 
movement studies. Here, we focus in particular on national political  settings as well 
as protest characteristics and inquire into their significance. Then we go deeper into 
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the protests and look at the repertoires and trajectories of protest and the importance 
of creating ties, as well as the question of whether any of these findings are related to 
diffusion processes. In the final part, we consider the outcomes of the protests.

13.2  Political Configurations: Convergent Political Dynamics 
from Above

In comparing and contextualizing protest activities, it becomes apparent to what 
degree the policies of the three countries under scrutiny have moved towards con-
vergence over the years when confronted with asylum migration that has been 
labeled by vocal politicians and some parts of society as unwanted. Even though all 
three countries recognized the Geneva Convention of 1951 and its principle of non- 
refoulement early on, all three states installed effective asylum laws late in the 
1980s and amended these laws on asylum and on migration subsequently, following 
increasing numbers of people seeking protection. In Austria, Germany, and 
Switzerland, these amendments were concerned with the continuous restructuring 
and accelerating of asylum procedures, with the enforcement of deportability of 
allegedly undeserving asylum seekers through a prohibition of stay, and with the 
introduction and continuous expansion of safe third-country regulations. With the 
European harmonization of asylum policies with the Dublin regulation of 1990 and 
the persistence of difficulties in deporting asylum seekers, the policies converged 
with regard to the toleration of those people who are not transferable, with the cre-
ation of new entitlements to stay (refugees escaping gender-based violence), and the 
formulation of integration as a marker allowing asylum seekers to settle in the coun-
tries, or at least increasing their likelihood of doing so. Moreover, the procedures 
were increasingly concentrated in limited areas in order to accelerate the process 
and nevertheless guarantee minimal protection under the Geneva Convention.

In all three countries, deportations of rejected asylum seekers were carried out 
(with very different numbers in total, see Part I in this volume), although the “depor-
tation gap” (Gibney 2008), which is the difference between the number of persons 
who were to be deported and the de facto deportation numbers, has been significant. 
Our findings confirm what Matthew Gibney identified a decade ago as a “deporta-
tion turn” in the policies of many states, meaning a tendency of governments to turn 
to this “complicated and controversial state power” (2008, 147). Gibney further 
argued that, until 2001, states clearly preferred other forms of immigration control, 
because deportations were difficult to carry out and constituted a risky endeavor for 
politicians. In fact, what our quantitative data and the case studies in this book show 
is that deportations have become increasingly an issue in civil society in all three 
countries, too. Convergences from above are confronted with distinctive national 
protest cultures “from below” (Rosenberger et al. 2017). The question is therefore 
not if, but how, such protests take place, and what explains their characteristics. The 
strong mobilization of civil society in Germany, predominantly in urban settings, is 
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due to a configuration of power that concedes formal, but not informal access to 
decision making. Therefore, unconventional challengers are immediately con-
fronted with exclusive strategies by the state. However, administrators know that a 
persistent and media-fueled protest wave may coerce political decision makers into 
changing their attitudes (Eule 2014). Consociational states such as Switzerland have 
many entry gates for challengers suited to their institutions of direct democracy. 
These are binding forces in political campaigns and make visible street protests less 
probable, channeling disruptive opinions in their institutional access to political 
power. In Austria, protest actors show a rather low civil engagement in the form of 
social movement-type activism, which nevertheless peaks sporadically, especially 
as a reaction to increasing right-wing mobilization and by everyday, low-profile 
protest at the local level, often in rural areas.

A further dimension to be taken into account is the sub-national level in all three 
countries. Protests sometimes find very different regional, or even local, political 
opportunity structures. This can be due to regional or coalition governments, differ-
ing legal frameworks, or political legacies concerning the existence of informal net-
works or collaborations. The data clearly shows how the policy issue of deportation, 
which is by definition an issue of national sovereignty (Anderson et al. 2011), is 
influenced to a large degree by sub-national regulations that differ significantly. 
Such sub-national specificities thus provide very different political opportunity 
structures. Another factor that matters is how protest is configured along the lines of 
citizenship status, legal entitlements, and residence status by those who become 
active. These factors have also to be taken into consideration to explain different 
repertoires of protest as well as different protest outcomes in the field of migration- 
related contestations.

13.3  Repertoires of Protest

Protests may have different sources and may aim at different political objectives: 
They may be caused by self-interest or by solidarity for those who are in need of 
help–or, in the case of restrictionist movements, against the effects of immigration 
and refugee admission. The support of those not threatened by deportation may be 
seen especially as an act of civil courage, acting on behalf of others who are, in 
particular when they are in situations of extreme stress and (legal) deprivation, not 
able to speak and act for themselves in the same way others might be. A significant 
percentage of these solidarity protests, though the figure varies from country to 
country, are organized in collaboration with the affected, either the deportees them-
selves or members of their communities and networks. Therefore, protests may aim 
for larger social and political change or for individual solutions for potential deport-
ees, depending on the motivations of those who are mobilizing. The creation of 
personal ties and the transmission of emotions may help to increase the mobilizing 
effect. In this respect, access to formal political channels may be beneficial, as it 
increases the leverage on political decision-makers. However, given the situation 
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that the demand to stop (a) deportation is directed against a formal state decision, 
this poses difficulties. Protest actors’ legitimation strategies and the framing of the 
protest often take that into consideration by pointing to ethics and the necessary 
exemption from the general rule or refer to errors in the legal procedures. In the case 
of restrictionist mobilizations, this works to the contrary. Due to their anti-civil 
orientation, these are often directed against the potential establishment of social ties 
and the ordinary presence of refugees in society, addressing their protest particu-
larly against refugee housing. However, as Haselbacher and Rosenberger (2018) 
point out, there are also contradictions, as restrictionist mobilizations often refer to 
equally restrictionist public policies and statements by politicians. In their reper-
toire of protests in the field of asylum and deportation, the role of the state is there-
fore suspense-packed.

In Austria, extra-parliamentary protest culture is more moderate than in Germany 
or Switzerland. Austrian political culture is traditionally oriented toward consensual 
decision making, particularly for those strata of society that are integrated into the 
neo-corporatist system. Social protest movements are usually excluded from insti-
tutionalized politics; this is also generally true for anti-deportation mobilizations, 
though in Austria (as in Switzerland) the analysis of case studies revealed the impor-
tance of state representatives, such as mayors or governors, in taking sides for spe-
cific deportees, while this phenomenon was entirely absent in the German case 
studies. However, state authorities have also frequently supported or encouraged 
restrictionists’ mobilizations, as the study of Austria has demonstrated (see 
Haselbacher and Rosenberger 2018). In Germany, the strong state built around a 
representative parliamentary system results in the judiciary becoming the entry 
point for challengers and protesters. This is the reason why the protest repertoire in 
Germany is more disruptive and often far from being moderate, whereas in 
Switzerland a rather weak federal state and consensual direct democracy offer sev-
eral entry gates for collective action. While in Austria in particular, and to some 
degree in Germany, protest is more likely to focus on specific deportations, the 
emphasis in Switzerland tends to be on policy reforms. In all three countries under 
scrutiny, deportees themselves are the ones most probable to engage in confronta-
tional protest, whereas grassroots organizations, NGOs, and church-related actors 
tend to be active in demonstrative protests.

13.4  Trajectories of Protest and Their Explanations

While the number of protest events against deportations increased in Austria during 
the time period under investigation, it decreased in Switzerland, following a moder-
ate peak at the beginning of the 2000s. In Germany, the number of protests was high 
during the 1990s, before decreasing rapidly during the early 2000s, only to increase 
again in the last years under consideration (2012 and 2013). These differences 
clearly underline that protest frequency is not associated with the number of 
enforced deportations: In Austria, protests have increased significantly while the 
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number of deportations has declined; in Germany, the number of deportations has 
declined, coinciding with a large number of protests in some years; in Switzerland, 
the number of deportations has increased, while the frequency of protest has fallen. 
There is thus apparently no direct connection between the numbers of deportations 
and the frequency of protests against them, nor are there necessarily more protests 
when there are more deportations, nor are there declines in the number of deporta-
tions due to a larger intensity of protests. Thus, an important result of the overall 
research project is to note a decoupling of deportation and protest incidents in all 
three countries.

The clear differences and changes over time suggest that protest against the 
deportation of rejected asylum seekers is strongly influenced by national particulari-
ties and the situational context. Hence, as the quantitative media analysis shows (see 
Ruedin et al. 2018), political opportunity structures for protest against the deporta-
tion of rejected asylum seekers vary between the three countries and offer a plausi-
ble explanation for differences in protest. The overall higher level of demonstrative 
protest forms over the period of investigation emphasizes the status of Germany as 
a “movement society” (Roth and Rucht 2008). While the participating actors, their 
repertoires, and the focus on specific deportations and individual solutions reflect 
Austria’s more moderate protest culture, the strong focus on policy-oriented claims 
in Switzerland may be embedded in its tradition of direct democracy. Moreover, in 
Austria and Switzerland, protest frequency is disconnected from the legal adaption 
of migration and deportation policies. Only in Germany was protest aimed at the 
adoption of more restrictive policies as early as the 1990s.

However, there are also striking similarities in protest trajectories among the 
three countries (see Ruedin et  al. 2018): Demonstrative protest forms are much 
more common for individuals and communities with and without personal ties. 
Moreover, unlike NGOs, church-related actors, and politicians, potential deportees 
have a high probability of engaging in confrontational protest. Similarly, potential 
deportees and individuals with personal ties to the affected asylum seekers are more 
likely to focus on the specific deportation, while NGOs usually seek policy reform. 
Put differently, the same kinds of actors tend to use the same kinds of repertoires and 
make the same kinds of claims across countries. Differing political cultures in the 
countries under scrutiny may explain some exceptions to this rule, such as that ‘ordi-
nary citizens’ in Austria and Germany tend to perform different kinds of protest, and 
the likelihood of them engaging in demonstrative protests is higher in the “move-
ment society” of Germany than it is in Austria. Moreover, politicians rarely form 
part of protest mobilization in Germany, whereas in Austria and Switzerland mayors 
and politicians may sometimes align themselves with deportees. These similarities 
and deviations may lead to the conclusion that protesters close to the social move-
ment sphere tend to engage in similar protests, while actors that do not engage regu-
larly in collective action or who are committed to civil society engagement are more 
influenced by the given modes of political engagement in their respective societies.

Protest on behalf of an individual person or a family constitutes a large propor-
tion of the protest events, especially in Austria and Germany, although in all three 
countries, protests against deportations have increasingly focused on policy change 

G. D’Amato and H. Schwenken



279

rather than on preventing specific deportations. In Switzerland, where protest is 
more likely to focus on policy change, the situation appears to be somewhat idiosyn-
cratic due to the entrenched tradition of direct democracy and the explicit possibility 
of expressing opposition against decisions by government and parliaments at all 
levels of governance. Finally, anti-deportation protests are identified as predomi-
nantly solidarity protests, organized at the local level and focusing on individual 
solutions rather than on social or legal change of the migration and border regime.

There are several intervening conditions that favored the organization of protest. 
In the Osnabrück case, for example, the creation of personal ties in order to break 
the isolation of asylum seekers confined to their accommodation was a central ele-
ment of the local protest movement. Forming friendships and knowing the deport-
ees was essential for the constitution of a local protest movement that aimed to 
reverse the public invisibility of asylum seekers (see Hinger et al. 2018).

Becoming “recognizable” was also important in the Vienna case (see Mokre 
2018) and in the dynamics of the solidarity protest in Switzerland (see Bader and 
Probst 2018). The creation of strong relations between refugees and supporters 
helped to create a structure addressing the mobilization of private resources to start 
claiming rights of access to residency in the country. Friendship and romantic rela-
tionships were the glue which reinforced collective struggle. Emotions and ties have 
the power to build up connections between different social groups. These ties and 
the active taking sides of protestors for specific beneficiaries can sometimes last 
over a long period. Both in the media analysis as well as in some of the case studies, 
we found ties that ran over many years. This also explains the unexpected outcome 
of the case study analysis in circumstances where deportees were in fact deported 
(see Kirchhoff et al. 2018), they were in all but one case able to return. It was not 
always possible to precisely reconstruct the occurrences of the return, but there are 
strong indications that the supporters maintained contact with the deported indi-
viduals or families. There are a number of options for return, but all require ties that 
last longer than the immediate process before deportation.

As evinced by the quantitative media analysis and in most case studies, deportees 
were previously in touch with other persons (citizens or other migrants) who sup-
ported them in their struggles against deportation (see Ruedin et al. 2018). There 
were, however, also cases where protests emerged without these contacts, such as 
through a support group for deportees in a detention center. Such protests are driven 
not by personal empathy, but by more general claims for social justice or solidarity. 
Social and personal ties are an important relational resource, but they cannot be 
mobilized as easily as for example monetary resources, because building trust and 
ties takes time.

This leads us to the next issue, specifically the role of emotions, which is cur-
rently greatly discussed in social movement studies and other social sciences (the 
“emotional turn”). When conceptualizing the research project on deportation 
 protests, we hypothesized that social ties and emotions would be central to success-
ful protest mobilization. While we indeed found robust indications for the signifi-
cance of social ties, the issue of emotions was more complex: Across all three 
countries, we found many cases where protest protagonists articulated strong and 
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positive feelings for the beneficiaries. However, there were also cases–mainly in 
Germany and Switzerland–where the impulse for the struggle originated with a gen-
eral political motivation that did not necessarily have anything to do with the plight 
of individual deportable subjects. These mixed results mirror findings from other 
recent scholarship on deportation and detention. Rosenberger and Winkler (2014) 
demonstrated in the Austrian case that compassion and social ties are crucial to 
explaining anti-deportation protests. These actors are indeed largely focused on par-
ticular cases and cannot be assessed to be emotional rather than political, even 
though a commitment to one singular case may sometimes develop into a more 
general critique and lead to an investment in broader issues, once awareness of 
political issues has been raised. This evidence stands in contrast to the findings of 
Nick Gill (2016), who argued on the basis of data from the UK that the detention 
and deportation system produces moral distance, for the staff working in these insti-
tutions as well as for bystanders, locals, or potential volunteers and supporters.

The analysis of deportations as a conflicted issue would not be complete without 
a look at the role of challengers of anti-deportation protests.1 There are two kinds of 
challengers: first, people and organizations that mobilize for stricter enforcement of 
deportations, and second, mobilizations against refugees in general or in related 
thematic terrains, such as the housing of asylum-seekers.

In the media analysis for the trilateral research project, only a handful of pro- 
deportation events could be identified. This confirms the rule that it is much harder 
to act against individual people than against sectional policies (Lahav 2004). No 
protests for the deportation of a specific individual or family could be identified, and 
there were no organized campaigns for deportations. What we found were some 
election campaigns or referendum materials that called for stricter enforcement of 
deportations in general.

Far more significant and influential are the broader mobilizations against refu-
gees that took place, and still take place, in all three countries. They were analyzed 
in this volume in the chapters on Germany by Rucht and on Austria by Haselbacher 
and Rosenberger. The types of radical-right and right-wing populist parties and 
movements, however, differ significantly among the three countries. In Germany, 
radical-right parties for a long time did not attract significant numbers of voters, yet 
a significant proportion of the population nonetheless holds right-wing or radical 
right-wing worldviews, while sometimes deadly racist attacks spread fear among 
refugees, migrants, and visible minorities. Dieter Rucht (2018) identifies four sec-
tions of the right-wing spectrum: conservatives, right-wing populists, right-wing 
extremists, and right-wing terrorists. Given their organizational structure, Rucht 
considers the majority of German right-wingers’ movement-type groups.

Reflecting these right-wing, restrictionist mobilizations in the light of anti- 
deportations protests, we would like to point to two observations:

1 Given the original research design of the trilateral Taking Sides project, restrictionist protests or 
activities by self-organized refugees were not coded. However, these two facets of refugee-related 
mobilizations were nevertheless taken into account in order to provide a broader perspective on the 
contentious field of asylum and immigration in this book.
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First, as mentioned, in none of the three countries under investigation in this 
book is there a movement for deportations. This is interesting insofar as in the pol-
icy field of deportations, the logic does not follow a contender logic. It is not the 
policy issue as such that is contested by oppositional movements. Instead, right- 
wing mobilizations choose different targets, such as refugee housing. The number 
of violent attacks in Germany (including setting fire to refugee accommodations 
that are under construction or even inhabited) has skyrocketed since 2015.2 During 
the strong mobilization cycle against deportations in the early/mid 1990s, this was 
also the case. But why do restrictionist movements not mobilize for deportations? 
One explanation could lie in the character of anti-deportation mobilizations as 
implementation struggles (Rosenberger et al. 2018), which means that the broader 
public might be ‘in general’ in favor of strict immigration policies, but in the spe-
cific case of implementation, it breaks the heart of ordinary citizens if well- integrated 
children or a member of their soccer team is to be deported. When the deportee 
becomes a face, it is difficult even for right-wingers to win public support in favor 
of a deportation.

The second point we would like to make is on the relationship between the state 
and the protests. As mentioned, in Austria, restrictive protests find themselves often 
in a rather “close interaction between institutional actors and protest networks” 
(Haselbacher and Rosenberger 2018). This is noteworthy as the protestors legiti-
mize their actions with reference to what official stances are, while anti-deportation 
mobilizations are characterized by a constellation of “state against migrants” 
(Ellermann 2009). Thus, right-wing mobilizations, even those using violence 
against property and people, position themselves closer to official policies than 
those anti-deportation protest actors who often legitimize their actions with appeals 
to human rights or compassion. This also indicates that, from a political opportunity 
structures perspective, the allies for anti-deportation protests tend less to be found 
within state apparatuses than it is the case in other movements, such as on gender 
equality. At the same time, in the cases of Austria and Switzerland, allies were also 
to be found among conservative political elites. Depending on the political culture, 
the relationship to the different levels of the federal state is configured by the differ-
ent protest actors. These findings from the comparative and multi-level oriented 
research project call for further research on the role of state actors, including may-
ors and street-level bureaucrats.

13.5  Refining Patterns to Understand Outcomes

Social ties play an important role in the organization of protests on behalf of deport-
ees. These ties are weak rather than strong, particularly since the persons to whom 
deportees have strong ties rarely have the competence and influence to effectively 

2 The website chronicles violent attacks against refugees in Germany: https://www.mut-gegen-
rechte-gewalt.de/service/chronik-vorfaelle (accessed July 9, 2017).
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find a path to help. Therefore, beneficiaries of support activities turn towards sup-
porters perceived as capable of finding solutions, such as legal or social counseling 
services by NGOs or churches, even if there is no affective relation between the 
beneficiary and the supporter. In “personifying protest” (see Bader and Probst 
2018), social ties with supporters arise thanks to the beneficiary’s participation in 
social structures and networks of the host society. Often, these supporters are either 
colleagues, classmates and their parents, or professionals and representatives of 
associations. In the latter case, the social tie linking the beneficiary to the protesters, 
though weak, has a bonding power since it triggers a networking process initiated 
by the civil society actors first informed about the beneficiary’s situation.

These committed citizens are at the center of the protest, deciding on the right 
strategies to use, and managing the different protest activities. They invest time and 
resources in order to make the protest successful. The request for assistance often 
resonates with core values linked to charity, justice, and human rights. The so-called 
“hard core” of the protest movement is motivated by the sympathy towards the ben-
eficiary’s personality and life story, provoking a personal tie to them and inciting 
emotions of solidarity that fuel the protest. Citizens holding very different views on 
societal issues such as migration join together in order to defend a particular person 
or case they consider meriting their support. However, there are also generalized 
forms of protest in line with a larger political orientation that aims to challenge 
existing migration policies. As such, they address the drive for social change and 
remove certain negative outcomes of societal evolutions. Accordingly, the hard core 
is here mainly composed of politically left-wing oriented persons who are often 
engaged in activities for the defense of migrant interests.

The strategies of argumentation may be personified, highlighting the singularity 
of the case and the high degree of personal commitment of the beneficiary to the 
host society. This person–as the argument goes–deserves to stay since he or she 
shares all the mainstream values of the host society. “Deservingness” is the central 
argument in personified protest. By contrast, when the arguments are generalized, 
the supporters long for political reform. They courageously assume a strategy of 
public civil disobedience. They non-violently accept exceptionally breaking the law 
in order to let overarching constitutional principles prevail. The realization of this 
strategy is strongly indebted to the achievements of a liberal-democratic constitu-
tional state: The objective to prevent deportation is done through public engagement 
and in the knowledge of potential legal consequences for these people. Their inten-
tion is to change the legal setting, thereby modifying or even ending the practice of 
deportation, since in their eyes the constitutional state fails to defend the substance 
of its arguments.

We are confronted according to Richard Dworkin (1985, 107) with “justice 
based” civil disobedience. Citizens feel an obligation to overturn a policy judged 
contrary to the rights of others. This type of civil disobedience is compatible with 
the liberal-democratic constitutional polity, since the fact of having rights vis-à-vis 
majorities is part of the conditionality of the principle of majoritarianism. Some 
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protestors may share the belief that borders should be abolished as along with poli-
cies that limit free circulation. All deportees may here be seen as case studies to 
document the violation of fundamental rights. Although the personal life story of 
the beneficiary is used to exemplify the consequences of inhumane migration laws, 
the beneficiaries appear as interchangeable in order to demonstrate the need for a 
change towards a “cosmopolitan” order or a “free choice” model of mobility. The 
central question that arises from these debates basically focuses on the future of our 
societies and its relationship to unselected migration.

In this context, the concept of deportability is also useful. In the literature the 
term has predominantly been used to capture the degree to which non-citizens are at 
risk of being deported (e.g. De Genova 2002; Paoletti 2010). When we look at the 
concept from the angle of anti-deportation struggles, the concept changes slightly. 
The mobilizations and tangible legal support for deportees attempt to make the ben-
eficiaries of the solidarity action less deportable. As the data from the media analy-
sis as well as the qualitative case studies of the Taking Sides project and the 
complementary case studies in this volume indicate, anti-deportation mobilizations 
are more likely to be successful if the factors that increase the likelihood for depor-
tation–such as prominently a status of legal limbo and no legal counseling, social 
isolation and spatial segregation–are countered (Kirchhoff et al. 2018). It also indi-
cates that a deportation is not only prevented when it is directly implemented, such 
as through raids or when someone is taken to a deportation charter flight, but also 
through all actions that decrease the deportability of a person at risk of being 
deported. Taking this into account, one could pose the question whether not only 
explicit anti-deportation actions–such as those that have constituted the sample of 
the Taking Sides project–but more generally all efforts to incorporate migrants and 
asylum-seekers with precarious legal status into the fabrics of society as well as 
support activities that empower them to become more knowledgeable about their 
rights and options, are part of the protests against deportations. Here, questions of 
intentionality (of the actors) and of indirect impact come up that were not part of 
this research project. This also refers to our next topic: the diffusion and the paths 
that social movement activities take.

13.6  Diffusion in Social Movement Activities

The data from the media analysis on anti-deportation protests in Austria, Germany, 
and Switzerland (1993–2013) demonstrates that these were unconnected, small- 
scale protests at the local level that were not part of a transnational social movement 
(see Ruedin et al. 2018). Moreover, the 15 qualitative case studies vary significantly. 
A key explanatory factor for these variations lies in the differing political cultures of 
the countries in question. However, if we examine the data from a different perspec-
tive, the media analysis as well as the qualitative case studies have shown that there 
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are cross-cutting, common issues at stake: A similar set of actors is active in all three 
countries, using the same kinds of protest activity repertoires and developing similar 
demands and claims. How can we explain these similarities–perhaps by diffusion? 
Diffusion is an issue that has been much discussed in recent social movement litera-
ture, particularly given the existence of relevant global movements and cross-border 
activities in policy fields such as economic globalization, environmental issues, and 
human rights. This might also be the case for migration issues, including deporta-
tion, as there are various cross-border dimensions: the topic itself, the protagonists, 
international and transnational policies such as the international human rights 
instruments including the Geneva Convention, the European Dublin regime, or 
Frontex deportation and border control missions.

Diffusion is broadly discussed in the social movement literature and several use-
ful differentiations have been introduced: first, the question about the content of 
diffusion, second the forms of diffusion, and third their impact (Kolins Givan et al. 
2010, 2–3). Diffusion is not self-generated within movements, but linked to institu-
tions, and there might be horizontal and scale shifts in diffusion. For the purposes of 
our brief wrap-up, we think of diffusion in two ways: first, as elements, themes, or 
forms of protest that diffused into the protests against deportations and hence influ-
ence it; and also the effects these mobilizations have on other protests.

The case study of Osnabrück (Hinger et  al. 2018) shows how a spontaneous, 
rather radical form of protest–blocking an attempted deportation at night–spread, 
which one could call a horizontal diffusion. Within a short period of time, a broad 
spectrum of sympathetic locals engaged in this protest form. Later, refugees who 
had heard of the successful protest form also formed such a blockade themselves. 
The protest form then also diffused to other cities, and for some time in 2015 it 
became the most successful form of protest against so-called Dublin deportations in 
Germany. However, experiences from other places have also demonstrated how 
place-specific such a success is, because in other cities blockades led to more repres-
sive responses by state forces. In the other countries under consideration as well, in 
particular in Switzerland, civil disobedience and forms of direct action were applied 
in Dublin cases. These diffused because of the specific political opportunity struc-
ture of the Dublin Regulation, which stipulates an exact time limit after such a pre-
vented deportation after which a transfer to the country of first entry into the EU 
would no longer be executed. Conclusions on diffusion based on our data cannot be 
strong, but there are indications that the more similar a policy and issue is (such as 
in the Dublin cases), the more likely it is that stories about successful protests travel 
from place to place and result in a replication of protest forms.

For other features of protests against deportations, diffusion is only indirect. 
What can be observed is that many of the anti-deportation activities counter the 
isolation and/or individualization of the deportees. The latter is a key characteristic, 
as deportation “tends to operate as a radically individualizing and thus also […] 
isolating event” (De Genova and Peutz 2010, 23). The protests that have been 
 analyzed in this book, though, apply different strategies, legal as well as social, so 
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that the deportees can become visible as denizens in local and private contexts, by 
facilitating connections to actors and protests elsewhere. Questioning isolation as a 
strategy has diffused into protests against deportations over the past decade, particu-
larly in the German context. The slogan “Break the isolation!” has been central to 
the self-organized refugee activities, criticizing the fact that many of the refugee 
accommodations and reception camps are situated in remote areas. This has not 
only been criticized as erecting barriers to social life, but also as a political strategy. 
Findings such as these indicate that there are similarities, but these do not go back 
to direct diffusion. However, what we can say is that in cases where protest actors 
are connected through virtual or personal networks with other anti-deportation or 
anti- racist groups, similarities go beyond mere coincidence.

Another means of diffusion, which could contribute to the emergence of a trans-
national social movement, can be observed after the period of our systematic media 
analysis, specifically with refugee protest activities in 2012 until the present in vari-
ous European countries. The chapters in this book by Odugbesan/Schwiertz and 
Mokre are all about refugee protests during more or less the same period in time. 
They seem to be hardly connected, except through traveling activists who act as a 
means of contact and potential diffusion. The case of the occupation of the Votive 
Church in Vienna (see Mokre 2018), for example, was watched closely by refugee 
activists in Germany. There are also links between local anti-deportation protests 
and transnational activities, such as the March for Freedom, in which local activists 
participated and returned home with new ideas and knowledge of the existence of 
protests elsewhere.

To conclude on the question of diffusion, the similarities in anti-deportation pro-
tests in most cases do not result from diffusion. Instead, the protests are highly local 
phenomena, in particular those of “ordinary citizens”. However, there is a notable 
exception in cases where social movement or refugee activists participate, where we 
can observe more diffusion, in particular on a discursive level (similar slogans and 
framings) and to some degree also in terms of forms of action. We return to the 
impact of anti-deportation protests on other social movements, another dimension 
of diffusion mentioned in the literature, in the next paragraph.

13.7  Some Implications of Protest Against Deportations

We already mentioned that protests against deportations cannot explain any rise or 
fall in absolute deportation numbers. Protests and deportation numbers are decou-
pled. There is no evidence for a connection in any of the countries. Furthermore, the 
official statistics (see Part I in this volume) do not contain data about failed deporta-
tions due to protest. In the German case, there are figures available for deportations 
that had to be stopped due to the resistance of the deportee (at most 3%), but these 
numbers do not include cases where deportation orders were revoked due to earlier, 
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for example judicial, interventions. Moreover, successful and ongoing protest may 
raise the political price for members of the executive branch and incline them to 
reverse or stop the procedures, against the measures taken by their bureaucracies 
(Eule 2014). To conclude, despite the decoupling of protests and overall deportation 
numbers, to pretend that such protests do not have any impact at all would be short-
sighted. On the contrary, the case studies show at least four areas in which anti- 
deportation protests had relevance:

 (a) The Case Impact

Even though there is no immediate relation between the number of protests and 
the number of deportations, we recorded several cases at the local level in which the 
likelihood of success for deportation protest was quite high. Our data shows many 
situations in which the engagement of outsiders, often professionals or individuals 
with links to professionals, such as lawyers or counselors from NGOs or charities, 
led to a questioning of the procedures and in which a deportation could be pre-
vented. From the broad protest repertoire we examined, involving altruistic as much 
as instrumental reasons, we can conclude that more radical forms, such as block-
ades, were only (potentially) successful in those cases in which there was a follow-
 up, such as a legal means to stop the deportation or to submit a follow-up asylum 
application. Therefore, protests against deportations on the level of individual cases 
do indeed have an impact. In particular, certain campaigns have a chance of being 
successful if they address judicial scrutiny, because the central discursive resource 
of the liberal-left–the notion of human rights–better suits the judicial argumentation 
of the constitutional liberal state than the conservative notion of the sovereignty of 
nations. Nevertheless, although articulated in several professional or grassroots 
organizations, their central goal is to remove certain negative policy consequences.

 (b) The Movement Impact

Such local, case-related initiatives might also extend beyond individual cases. In 
our sample of cases of anti-deportation protests, there is sufficient evidence for 
learning effects, often facilitated through personal networks with national or trans-
national justice organizations or through media coverage. Individuals or loose sup-
port networks in other cities asked for advice from those activists who had been 
involved in similar cases. The research teams also found evidence for a connection 
between case-related anti-deportation protests and the activities of self-organized 
refugees whose networks and groups functioned as transmission lines. They received 
information about successful anti-deportation protests, and even when the local sup-
port group (in successful cases) was dissolved, they could pass on the information 
and contacts. However, we cannot speak of a social movement against deportations 
as such, because the protest activities do not amount to a real movement: The collec-
tive actions often take place in isolation (with the notable cases of connections), and 
not all persons and groups involved have a feeling of belonging to a joint movement. 
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Instead, we would characterize the activities in urban areas as being connected, and 
sometimes part of, other social movements, such as anti-racist and pro-migrant 
movements, and in rural areas they tend to either not be aligned at all to such move-
ments, or they are aligned to faith-based or other groups that are also involved in 
other struggles for human rights, ethical trade, and the like.

 (c) The Discursive Impact

An important contribution of protests against deportations is the resulting 
increase in visibility of the issue and, as mentioned earlier, a counter-acting effect 
against the isolation of many asylum seekers. Deportations are often conducted at 
night, and asylum-seeker accommodation is situated in remote areas. Therefore, 
protests against deportations and media coverage thereof bring the issue to the 
attention of a public that usually has no contact with deportees. In order to success-
fully prevent a deportation, people also need to talk about their risk of being deported 
and to go public when they receive a letter informing them of their upcoming depor-
tation (see Odugbesan and Schwiertz 2018). Given the widespread association of 
deportees with criminals (for example, through detention prisons, through deport-
ees being taken by police during the night, or through pictures of handcuffed deport-
ees), knowledge of the phenomenon and of the specific circumstances of deportations 
makes these criminalizing practices debatable.

 (d) The Politicizing Impact

The visible presence and discursive impact of deportees or deportable popula-
tions is a prerequisite for another outcome of these protests, specifically the politi-
cization of protest actors that were not previously social movement activists. As our 
media analysis and case studies have shown, individuals from a wide spectrum of 
age groups, political orientations, educational backgrounds, and professions poten-
tially participate in anti-deportation protests. Several protest actions from among 
civil society in different places were conducted to voice disapproval with official 
asylum and deportation policies. The strategies were personifying–focusing on the 
deportation of a specific person or family who is or are seen as integrated in the 
community and thus deserving of the right to stay. Conversely, generalizing protests 
are conducted by religious groups or left-oriented activists using the case(s) of one 
or several migrants as examples illustrating the outcomes of a policy, which they 
perceive as unjust and whose reform they demand. The activists under scrutiny in 
this research were beyond the spectrum of social movement activists, political party 
members, or religious groups. The qualitative case studies demonstrated the signifi-
cant personal impact that a deportation order can have on acquaintances. In some of 
the interviews, we were able to follow the interviewee step-by-step through the 
phases of moral shock, organizing protest activities on different levels, broadening 
their perspective, and learning about asylum procedures and asylum policies in gen-
eral, thereby changing the political and ethical judgments they had initially held.
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13.8  Outlook

The results of this book show that in countries in which deportations belong to the 
established reaction to unwanted immigration, deportations are also contested. Most 
protests are directed against clearly defined deportations of individuals or families; 
in Switzerland and Germany, however, some of the protests also tend to take a more 
general direction and criticize broader policy orientations. The protests are driven 
by humane as well as political motivations, and the actors hold a wide spectrum of 
political views, and in particular in Austria and Switzerland, depending on the local 
context, including conservative forces. Furthermore, the repertoire of protest forms 
is similar in all countries, with differences going back to national protest cultures 
with, for example, more demonstrations in Germany, more institutionalized forms 
in Austria, and more public statements in Switzerland. The broad set of quantitative 
and qualitative data that has been generated by this trilateral research project clearly 
shows that there are differences in the three countries under investigation that can be 
explained by differing political opportunity structures, and in particular the factor of 
political culture. In the case of protests directed against the Dublin deportations, we 
can see interesting similarities, suggesting the relevance of a European opportunity 
structure (here, through the Dublin Regulation) that pre-configures the spectrum of 
successful responses to such deportations. Here, follow-up research focusing 
entirely on the contestation of Dublin transfers would be desirable. Another issue 
for further research involves the sustained effects of protest and the role of social 
ties in these. In almost all qualitative case studies that ended with a deportation, the 
deportees were able to return after a while. Here, a look into the black box of what 
happened after the deportation would be insightful. A third area for further investi-
gation would be the biographical impact of anti-deportation protests, with further 
concentration on self-organized refugees and their potential role as grass tops or 
policy entrepreneurs in communities that are threatened with deportation, but also 
on the so-called ordinary citizens that had never before been politically active or 
been involved in such actions.

This book is not only to be read as a contribution to the increasing literature on 
deportation studies, but as a European input to the more general social movement 
literature, to a certain extent bridging the persistent divide between American and 
European scholarship. According to Accornero and Fillieule (2016), European 
scholars concentrate their analysis on major structural issues–the structural causes 
of social movements, their ideologies, and the relationship with the culture of 
advanced capitalist societies–whereas the focus of American research is predomi-
nantly on groups and individuals, their forms of action, and their motivations. This 
book combines these approaches and goes beyond a structural analysis, including 
emotions and social ties as a source and resource for collective political behavior. It 
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therefore follows an innovative research agenda, in which the interest in activists’ 
and actors’ trajectories is accompanied by a strong focus on the emotional aspects 
of the engagement (or disengagement) process. This book has not only kept an eye 
on progressive pro-immigrant mobilization, but has also investigated the  mobilization 
of restrictive protest against asylum seekers and its political demand to reduce their 
presence and visibility. This diversification of “contentious politics” corresponds to 
a more comprehensive analysis of the deportation field, using different approaches 
to understand the structural conditions as well as the contingent political and socio-
psychological factors that have contributed to a revitalization or persistence of anti-
immigrant protest. Therefore, this book contributes to a methodological expansion 
in understanding collective protest action, having referred to a variety of disciplines, 
such as anthropology, sociology, political science, history, social psychology, and 
demography. These interdisciplinary approaches provide an important input to the 
increasingly hybridized literature on social movements. We are deeply convinced 
that only with pluralistic perspectives and empirically grounded research can new 
social realities evolving outside of theories be comprehended, particularly when 
accelerated by events.

Acknowledgements This concluding chapter is based upon results from the joint, trilateral proj-
ect Taking Sides on anti-deportation protests in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland. This study was 
generously funded by the DACH funding scheme of the FWF (I 1294), DFG (SCHW1389/5-1), 
and SNF (147359) from 2013 to 2016. We would like to thank in particular our principal co-PI, 
Sieglinde Rosenberger and her Vienna team, for managing the challenging task of ensuring the 
synchronicity of research processes in all three teams. We also thank all three research teams for 
their enthusiasm, accuracy, and collegiality throughout the research process.

References

Accornero, G., & Fillieule, O. (2016). Social movement studies in Europe. The state of the art. 
New York: Berghahn.

Anderson, B., Gibney, M. J., & Paoletti, E. (2011). Citizenship, deportation and the boundaries of 
belonging. Citizenship Studies, 15, 547–563. https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2011.583787.

Bader, D., & Probst, J. (2018). Saving the deportee: Actors and strategies of anti-deportation pro-
tests in Switzerland. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in 
asylum and deportation (pp. 141–160). New York: Springer.

Cinalli, M. (2016). Fields of contentious politics: Migration and ethnic relations. In O. Fillieule 
& G. Accornero (Eds.), Social movement studies in Europe. The state of the art (pp. 86–101). 
New York: Berghahn.

De Genova, N. (2002). Migrant “illegality” and deportability in everyday life. Annual Review of 
Anthropology, 31(4), 19–47.

Dworkin, R. (1985). Civil disobedience and nuclear protest. In R.  Dworkin (Ed.), A matter of 
principle (pp. 104–116). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

13 Protests Revisited: Political Configurations, Political Culture and Protest Impact

https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2011.583787


290

Ellermann, A. (2009). States against migrants: Deportation in Germany and the United States. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Eule, T.  G. (2014). Inside immigration law: Migration management and policy application in 
Germany. Farnham/Burlington: Ashgate.

Genova, N. D., & Peutz, N. (Eds.). (2010). The deportation regime: Sovereignty, space, and the 
freedom of movement. Durham: Duke University Press.

Gibney, M. J. (2008). Asylum and the expansion of deportation in the United Kingdom. Government 
and Opposition, 43(2), 146–167. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2007.00249.x.

Gill, N. (2016). Nothing personal: Geographies of governing and activism in the British asylum 
system. Malden: Wiley-Blackwell.

Giugni, M., McAdam, D., & Tilly, C. (1999). How social movements matter. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press.

Haselbacher, M., & Rosenberger, S. (2018). Protest against the reception of asylum seekers in 
Austria. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in asylum and 
deportation (pp. 247–269). New York: Springer.

Hiemstra, N. (2016). Deportation and detention: Interdisciplinary perspectives, multi-scalar 
approaches, and new methodological tools. Migration Studies, 4, 433. https://doi.org/10.1093/
migration/mnw017.

Hinger, S., Kirchhoff, M., & Wiese, R. (2018). “We belong together!” collective anti-deportation 
protests in Osnabrück. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in 
asylum and deportation (pp. 163–184). New York: Springer.

Kirchhoff, M., Probst, J., Schwenken, H., & Stern, V. (2018). Worth the effort: Protesting success-
fully against deportations. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest move-
ments in asylum and deportation (pp. 117–139). New York: Springer.

Kolins Givan, R., Roberts, K. M., & Soule, S. A. (Eds.). (2010). The diffusion of social movements. 
Actors, mechanisms, and political effects. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lahav, G. (2004). Immigration and politics in the new Europe: Reinventing borders. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Mokre, M. (2018). “We demand our rights!” the refugee protest Camp Vienna. In S. Rosenberger, 
V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in asylum and deportation (pp. 205–221). 
New York: Springer.

Odugbesan, A., & Schwiertz, H. (2018). “We are here to stay” – Refugee struggles in Germany 
between unity and division. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest move-
ments in asylum and deportation (pp. 185–203). New York: Springer.

Paoletti, E. (2010). Deportation, non-deportability and ideas of membership. Oxford: Refugee 
Studies Centre, University of Oxford.

Rosenberger, S. (2018). Political protest in asylum and deportation. An introduction. In 
S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in asylum and deportation 
(pp. 3–25). New York: Springer.

Rosenberger, S., & Winkler, J. (2014). Com/passionate protests – Fighting the deportation of asy-
lum seekers. Mobilization. An International Quarterly, 19(2), 489–510.

Rosenberger, S., Stern, V., & Merhaut, N. (Eds.). (2018). Protest movements in asylum and depor-
tation. New York: Springer.

Rosenberger, S., Schwenken, H., Merhaut, N., & Kirchhoff, M. (2017). Abschiebe-Protest- 
Kulturen: Abschiebungen als Konfliktfeld in Deutschland und Österreich zwischen 1993 und 
2013. Leviathan. Special issue Protest in Bewegung. Zum Wandel von Bedingungen, Formen 
und Effekten politischen Protests, 33, 255–281.

Roth, R., & Rucht, D. (2008). Einleitung. In R. Roth & D. Rucht (Eds.), Die sozialen Bewegungen 
in Deutschland seit 1945: Ein Handbuch (pp. 9–36). Frankfurt am Main: Campus.

Rucht, D. (2018). Mobilization against refugees and asylum seekers in Germany: A social move-
ment perspective. In S.  Rosenberger, V.  Stern, & N.  Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in 
asylum and deportation (pp. 225–245). New York: Springer.

G. D’Amato and H. Schwenken

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2007.00249.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnw017
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnw017


291

Ruedin, D., Rosenberger, S., & Merhaut, N. (2018). Tracing anti-deportation protests: A lon-
gitudinal comparison of Austria, Germany and Switzerland. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & 
N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in asylum and deportation (pp. 89–115). New York: 
Springer.

Tazreiter, C. (2010). Local to global activism: The movement to protect the rights of 
refugees and asylum seekers. Social Movement Studies, 9, 201–214. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14742831003603349.

Van der Brug, W., D’Amato, G., Ruedin, D., & Berkhout, J. (Eds.). (2015). The politicisation of 
migration. London: Routledge.

Wong, T. (2015). Rights, deportation, and detention in the age of immigration control. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press.

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative 
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by 
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder.

13 Protests Revisited: Political Configurations, Political Culture and Protest Impact

https://doi.org/10.1080/14742831003603349
https://doi.org/10.1080/14742831003603349
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Chapter 13: Protests Revisited: Political Configurations, Political Culture and Protest Impact
	13.1 Introduction
	13.2 Political Configurations: Convergent Political Dynamics from Above
	13.3 Repertoires of Protest
	13.4 Trajectories of Protest and Their Explanations
	13.5 Refining Patterns to Understand Outcomes
	13.6 Diffusion in Social Movement Activities
	13.7 Some Implications of Protest Against Deportations
	13.8 Outlook
	References




