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Chapter 7
Saving the Deportee: Actors and Strategies 
of Anti-deportation Protests in Switzerland

Dina Bader and Johanna Probst

7.1  �Introduction

In the past few decades, civil society initiatives have increased. These initiatives are 
characterized by a narrowing and downscaling of protest aims, and a growing num-
ber of protesters involved intermittently (Rucht 2002; Ion 2011). Among these ini-
tiatives, we find protests launched by national citizens to defend undocumented 
migrants (such as rejected asylum seekers) against administrative deportation deci-
sions enforcing immigration law. These pro-migrant protests can be described as 
altruistic and largely based on compassion, since there is “little overlap between 
activists and beneficiaries” (Goodwin et al. 2004, 422; see also Ataç et al. 2016; 
Passy 2001). Ostensibly, the protesters’ personal interest does not play a role given 
that they act for a third person (hereafter called the beneficiary1 of the protest). 
Surprisingly, research on this kind of protest is sparse – especially in Switzerland. 
Despite the important role members of civil society have played in protests concern-
ing migrants’ right to stay2, most empirical studies analyze protest activities initi-
ated by migrants themselves (Laubenthal 2006; Schwenken 2006; Chimenti 2011; 
Antony 2010; Eggert and Murigande 2004).

This chapter contributes to the literature by addressing the question of how and 
why Swiss citizens take sides with undocumented migrants and stand together in 
anti-deportation protests. It does not explore the participation in general protest 

1 For reasons of readability, in the following, we will mainly use the singular form (beneficiary) and 
the gender-neutral they. Depending on the case, one or several individuals may be concerned.
2 This assertion relies on a preliminary analysis of protest events reported in the journal Vivre 
Ensemble from 1999 to 2014. It was carried out only in Switzerland in order to take a first glance 
at the Swiss protest culture in this field. The results show that in the vast majority of the events, 
civil society actors are present.
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events such as the World Refugee Day or those against restrictive measures decided 
by parliament, commonly referred to as “change-oriented protests” (Ruedin et al. 
2018). Instead, it examines case-specific protests that seek to protect an identifiable 
beneficiary, which can last several months, sometimes even years. The aim is to 
grasp how deportation decisions – as concrete applications of the law – are chal-
lenged. Based on five Swiss case studies, we strive to identify patterns of case-
specific protests. We argue that the latter are neither singular contestations nor social 
movements, but something in between. We distinguish two ideal-types (in the sense 
of Weber’s understanding) of case-specific protests according to the strategies 
adopted and the role of the beneficiary in the protest. In the first type, the protection 
of the beneficiary is both the means and the end of the protest. The sole goal of the 
protest is that the beneficiary be not deported. In the second type, the protest against 
the deportation of the beneficiary is merely the means through which a broader mes-
sage about policy change is communicated. The defense of the beneficiary serves to 
express overall criticism against deportation policies. This second type shows that 
case-specific protests and change-oriented ones can be intertwined. In other words, 
some anti-deportation protests are neither purely case-specific nor change-oriented, 
but rather a combination of both (case specific in the means and change-oriented in 
the purpose). Overall, the typology developed in this chapter allows a theoretical 
generalization of empirical observations that encompasses both the actor structure 
and the strategies underlying altruistic protests.

7.2  �Theoretical Framework

The main idea introduced in this chapter is that solidarity protests vary with regard 
to their ideological background and the scope of their claims. The theoretical foun-
dation for this argument is an in-depth study of civil society protests against the 
deportation of rejected asylum seekers in Austria (Rosenberger and Winkler 2014). 
Rosenberger and Winkler observe that these protests are nearly always strongly 
linked to particular deportations presented by the protesters as unjust with regard to 
the beneficiary’s life story. Protesters put forward the good civic and social integra-
tion and thus the “deservingness” of the beneficiary to argue their “individual right 
to stay [that] is presented as an exception of the general rule” (ibid., 180). Yet, 
Rosenberger and Winkler’s findings suggest that the law governing migrants’ stay 
in the host country and deportations is not contested or challenged. To explain how 
these altruistic and case-specific protests emerge in a context described as unfavor-
able, the two authors emphasize emotions and social ties. Here we expand on their 
approach in two ways.

Firstly, we argue that social ties – obviously a crucial element in the emergence 
and persistence of protests – need to be described in a more differentiated way. We 
refer to Granovetter’s (1973) distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ ties. Strong 
ties refer to close and affective relationships between persons who know each other 
well and who frequently interact, whereas weak ties can be described as 
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acquaintances belonging to the broader social network of a person. Weak ties form 
connections between different social circles. A weak tie is “not merely a trivial 
acquaintance tie but rather a crucial bridge between the two densely knit clumps of 
close friends” (Granovetter 1983, 202). Granovetter shows that weak ties are indeed 
quite “strong” with regard to their networking power: Weak ties play a crucial role 
in connecting a person to wider social circles. Strong ties tend to exist among simi-
lar people, whereas weak ties are links to different kinds of people. According to 
Putnam (2001, 22), relationships based on similarity and strong ties are bonding; 
they “tend to reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous groups”. Relationships 
including weak or loose ties are ‘bridging’, since they connect unlike persons to 
others and “encompass people across diverse social cleavages” (Svendsen and 
Patulny 2007, 22).

Secondly, we argue that case-specific protests are not a homogeneous category. 
Differences in the profile of the actors involved and the strategies used may occur. 
Some case-specific protests show similarities with what several authors define as 
social movements, “collective challenges to elites, authorities, other groups or cul-
tural codes by people with common purposes and solidarity in sustained interactions 
with elites, opponents and authorities” (Tarrow 1994, 2). Social movements distin-
guish themselves, among others, by the fact that they try to “promote or resist change 
in the group, society, or world order of which it is part” (McAdam and Snow 2010, 
1). Even though the kind and degree of change sought may vary radically, social 
movements always “refer to the fundaments of society” (Rucht 2002, 4; our transla-
tion). Analyzing social movements in a broader historical context, Rucht notices that 
large social movements seeking an alternative model of society, as they existed in 
the twentieth century, have largely vanished. Contemporary movements do not chal-
lenge the foundations of institutions and procedures, but challenge shortcomings in 
their embodiment with regard to widely accepted basic principles (ibid.). Today, 
protest activities tend to focus on specific issues, operate on a smaller scale, express 
more concrete claims, and struggle for less ambitious aims (see also Ion 2011).

7.3  �Data and Methods

The dataset used for this study draws on an international research project carried out 
between 2013 and 2016  in three European countries: Austria, Germany, and 
Switzerland3. Based on the inventory of protests compiled through a systematic 
media analysis (see Ruedin et al. 2018), we have selected five case-specific protest 
cases which occurred in Switzerland during the past decade. Three of the five pro-
test cases took place in French-speaking cantons of Switzerland (Geneva, Fribourg 
and Vaud), one in a German-speaking canton (Zurich) and one covering both 
linguistic regions (Vaud-Zurich). We chose recent cases in order to increase our 

3 Taking Sides: Protest against the Deportation of Asylum Seekers, Project I 1294, under the direc-
tion of S. Rosenberger, H. Schwenken and G. D’Amato.
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chances of finding the protesters for interviews. Each case study includes an average 
of five interviews carried out in summer 2015 with both former protesters and, in 
four of the five cases, the beneficiary who currently lives in Switzerland (see 
Table 7.1). Furthermore, we analyzed protest material found both on the Internet 
and received from protesters. We fully transcribed the 26 conducted interviews, and 
then coded them with the qualitative data analysis software MaxQDA according to 
a 26-theme codebook.

For the present study, we focused on six variables. On the one hand, we deter-
mined the protesters’ profile by examining whether they had previous protest expe-
rience in migration issues or in general, their political orientation, and social ties 
with the beneficiary of the protest. On the other hand, we analyzed the strategies 
adopted by the protesters. Specifically, we looked at what the protesters were 
requesting (claims), the arguments put forward (frames) and, the protest forms used 
to show the contestation (action repertoires). We have conducted both a content 
analysis to establish facts, and a frame analysis to understand the construction of 
meaning (Goffman 1974) of what, according to protesters, constitutes the problem 
with the deportation of the beneficiary and triggers protest activities (Neidhardt and 
Rucht 1993, 308). As Benford and Snow (2000, 615) argue,

Collective action frames are constructed in part as movement adherents negotiate a shared 
understanding of some problematic condition or situation they define as in need of change, 
make attributions regarding who or what is to blame, articulate an alternative set of arrange-
ments, and urge others to act in concert to affect change.

We examined frame alignment processes (Snow et  al. 1986), whereby we 
observed how protesters’ individual reasons to participate assemble and adjust to 
establish collective goals and strategies for the protest.

Table 7.1  Description of the five protest cases (CH)

CH1 CH2 CH3 CH4 CH5

Beneficiary Single man Family Five single 
men and one 
single 
woman

Single man Family

Legal status Rejected asylum 
seeker, 
undocumented

Undocumented Asylum 
seekers in 
Dublin 
procedurea

Asylum 
seeker in 
Dublin 
procedure

Rejected asylum 
seekers, 
undocumented

Duration of 
stay at 
beginning of 
protest

15 years 20 years Few months Few 
months

15 years

Outcome of 
protesta

Deported, 
returned

Not deported Not 
deported, in 
pending 
asylum 
procedure

Deported, 
returned

Not deported

aAccording to the Dublin regulations, these asylum seekers are to be transferred to another 
European country (here Italy) responsible for the processing of their asylum claim.
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7.4  �Personifying and Exemplifying: Two Ideal-Types 
of Case-Specific Protests

Our analysis of five different protests brought to light two ideal-types, that is, two 
conceptual models of case-specific protests. As shown in Table 7.2, three of the 
cases studies (CH1, CH2, CH5) correspond to the first ideal-type that we have 
called personifying protests. The other two (CH3, CH4) display the features of the 
second ideal-type or exemplifying protests. These labels refer to the argumentative 
strategy used by protesters, which appears as the main distinctive feature of our case 
studies. As we will develop in more detail in the next sub-sections, personifying 
protests strongly focus on the beneficiary’s personal and particular characteristics, 
arguing for their exceptionality. They do not challenge deportation or migration 
policy as such, but rather aim to prevent the deportation of one or several outstand-
ing person(s). Conversely, exemplifying protests tend to illustrate a broader criti-
cism of (inter-)national deportation or migration policy by focusing on a particular 
deportation case, thus presented as example of the system’s injustice.

Table 7.2  Results of the five case studies

CH1 CH2 CH3 CH4 CH5

Initiator Employer School 
teacher

NGO 
representative

Artist and NGO 
representative

Father of 
classmate

Social ties 
with 
initiator

Weak Weak Weak Weak Weak

Political 
orientation

Diverse Diverse Left Left Diverse

Protest 
experience 
in migration 
issues

None Little Much Much None

Claims Avoid 
deportation

Avoid 
deportation

Abolishment of 
Dublin 
agreements

Avoid 
deportation, 
more generous 
asylum policies

Avoid 
deportation

Frames Integration, 
instrumental

Integration Asylum, human 
rights, no border

Asylum, human 
rights

Integration

Action 
repertoires

E.g. petition E.g. petition, 
motion, 
banner, press 
conference

E.g. open letters, 
church 
occupation, 
human chains, 
demonstrations

E.g. distribution 
of flyers, 
petition, hiding 
the beneficiary

E.g. petition, 
picket, press 
conference

Ideal-type 
of protest

Personifying Personifying Exemplifying Exemplifying Personifying

7  Saving the Deportee: Actors and Strategies of Anti-deportation Protests in Switzerland



146

While comparing the patterns and features of each ideal-type, we will first 
describe the protesters’ profile and the actor structure observed. Second, we will 
discuss the strategies adopted by exposing the claims and frames mobilized, and the 
action repertoires used.

7.4.1  �Actor Structure: The Initiator, the Hard Core of Support, 
and the Network

The five cases studied show similar patterns regarding the protest’s actor structure, 
within which we distinguish three categories. First, the initiator is the person who 
starts the protest activities. Second, the hardcore of support uniting the initiator 
together with a few actors strongly committed to the protest form. Third, the network, 
a group of civil society members active in the protest, who give it qualitative or quan-
titative strength. Within these three categories of actors, we observe significant differ-
ences along the ideal-types of protests, as described below. Furthermore, these three 
categories of actors participate in the protest dynamics in three consecutive steps.

7.4.2  �Initiator: The Strength of the Beneficiary’s Weak Ties

Following Rosenberger and Winkler’s (2014) terminology, the beneficiary can be 
described as the object of solidarity protest. This designation underlines their rather 
passive role in the protest, compared to the civil society actors qualified as protest 
subjects. Even if the beneficiary does not take part in the protest activities in the same 
way as the civil society actors, we argue that their role cannot be described as passive. 
Our results show that the beneficiary of the protest is equally its protagonist. 
Representing the case defended by the protesters, the beneficiary has to face the 
media, break the silence and accept to reveal his identity. The particularity of case-
specific protests is indeed that the beneficiary does not remain anonymous. They 
leave the shadow in which other undocumented migrants remain, afraid of what 
might be seen as a strategy with an uncertain outcome (Antony 2010, 15). As described 
by one beneficiary we interviewed, beginning a public protest requires courage:

That demands a lot of work, and then it requires a lot of organization. Not everyone can do 
it. At the start we were about ten people in Geneva in the same situation. […] I called them 
all ten, and said: ‘What shall we do now? A team of ten or I go alone?’ They answered: ‘Oh 
no, I cannot declare my identity, they will understand that I am underground’. I said: ‘Good 
well then stay, I’m going alone’. (Personal interview, beneficiary CH2_1, Switzerland, July 
21, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

The beneficiary’s “coming-out” of their irregular status and their public denun-
ciation of the authorities’ deportation decision is both a sign of despair and hope 
that they can change their precarious condition. Hence, the beneficiary takes the first 
step towards making their situation public. The very initial moment of a protest 
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occurs when the beneficiary first communicates the threat they are facing to an 
acquaintance who is a citizen of the host country. In response to the beneficiary’s 
call for help, the initiator will launch the protest. As a matter of fact, all the protests 
we studied derive from a social tie between the beneficiary and one or several citi-
zens. The initiator is not chosen randomly – he or she is a person whom the benefi-
ciary can trust and expect help from. We observe that the social tie between the 
beneficiary and the initiator is “weak”, rather than “strong” (Granovetter 1983). The 
migrants’ strong ties, that is, their close and affective relationships, generally prove 
less helpful in improving their situation since they often lack the knowledge of 
migration policies or the tools (e.g., influential network) to initiate support activi-
ties. Consequently, the beneficiary turns towards acquaintances they feel can help 
them, making an instrumental use of their weak ties to members of the established 
civil society. Even though there is no close or affective bond between them at that 
moment, the beneficiary’s situation will trigger feelings of compassion and indigna-
tion in the initiator (Goodwin et al. 2004, 422) and encourage them to act, as one 
beneficiary says:

[She] was my son’s teacher. When I explained the situation to her, she got angry. She said: 
‘But how can that be? How does that work? This isn’t true, this isn’t possible!’ Afterwards 
it is [she] who helped me a lot. She made things move. (Personal interview, beneficiary 
CH2_1, Switzerland, July 21, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

This basic pattern in the initial situation can be observed throughout all of the 
five cases. Beyond that constant in the protest dynamics, we nevertheless notice a 
difference regarding the origin of the ties between initiator and beneficiary. As 
Rosenberger and Winkler (2014, 172) point out, the actors in case-specific protests 
come from different backgrounds. The authors do not mention what our findings 
revealed: participation of actors from a given background is linked to the type of 
protests. In personifying protests, the social tie with the initiator exists thanks to the 
beneficiary’s participation to social structures and networks of the host society. The 
initiator is part of the “personal environment” of the beneficiary (e.g., neighbor, 
school teacher, colleague; ibid.). In exemplifying protests, the beneficiary knows 
the initiator due to their condition of being a migrant. Accordingly, the initiator is 
either a “professional” or a “representative of associations” (e.g., the initiator is a 
legal councilor from a supporting NGO or a social worker; ibid.). Beyond this dis-
tinction, we conclude that the social tie linking the beneficiary to the protesters is 
weak but has a bonding power, it will trigger a networking-process among the civil 
society actors first aware of the beneficiary’s situation.

7.4.3  �Hard Core of Support: Leading and Coordinating 
the Protest

Once the beneficiary and the initiator have decided to launch a protest against the 
deportation-decision of the former, the recruitment process to reinforce the protest 
begins with weak ties among their respective social capital. What we call the hard 
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core4 of support is generally formed by a small number of citizens with a strong 
commitment. They are the nerve center of the protest, determining which strategies 
to adopt and coordinating action accordingly. Most often, the hard core is structured 
at the very beginning of the protest and persists until the end; some members how-
ever may join once the protest activities have already started. What differentiates 
members of the hard core from other protesters is their extraordinary dedication to 
the beneficiary’s cause and their full commitment to defending their right to stay. 
They are ready to defend them to the very end despite sometimes heavy conse-
quences in terms of time, energy and financial resources.

This protester declares how he joined the hard core of support determined to stay 
until the case would be defended before the federal administration, that is, the 
supreme decision-making body:

This guy inspired confidence. His eyes, you see, the way he spoke to me, the way he 
answered my questions. Yes, it was… And there I decided to be part of this support commit-
tee and to go all the way, that is, the goal was to go to Bern. (Personal interview, protester 
CH2_3, Switzerland, July 13, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

We observe that such far-reaching and unconditional commitment emerges when 
the beneficiary’s request for assistance echoes with either profound values of the 
members of the hard core (e.g., human rights, love of one’s neighbors, charity, 
social justice), or a (biographical) sensitivity, or a preexisting history of activism in 
humanitarian, philanthropic or political causes. Furthermore, the beneficiary’s 
request for help often coincides with a favorable timing in the protester’s life. The 
protester is open to consider such a commitment. One could say that the request 
falls on “fertile ground”.

In some instances, we observe that involvement in the protest is seized as an 
opportunity to pursue personal projects or political goals and gain media attention. 
Often, members of the hard core do not measure accurately the time they will invest 
in their cause. Once they are engaged, the achievement of the initial goal – helping 
the beneficiary to obtain permanent residence – progressively becomes a personal 
project towards which considerable personal resources are mobilized – yet “without 
regret” according to the protesters interviewed.

The importance of the hard core is equivalent in both ideal-types of protest, even 
though its members’ motivations to participate may vary radically. In a personifying 
protest, the involvement of the hard core is essentially motivated by the sympathy 
towards the beneficiary’s personality and life story, thus a personal tie to them. Even 
though this tie is weak (according to Granovetter’s understanding), it is strong 
enough to trigger emotions of compassion and solidarity that will lead to action. 

4 We chose to use this term in order to highlight the power and the durability of this small group of 
actors. In other words, we do not understand “hard core” in the adjectival sense of a particularly 
radical activism (“hardcore”) but rather as the decision-making and organizing body of the 
protest.
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Our analysis suggests that the involvement of the hard core is not the result of a 
long-term pro-migrant activism or the adoption of political ideas in favor of immi-
gration but rather appears as the result of knowing about the beneficiary’s distress 
and the emotion this knowledge provokes. The fact that the hard core of personify-
ing protests does not collectively carry an ideological claim but stands together only 
to prevent the beneficiary from deportation explains the presence of multiple politi-
cal orientations among the protesters. A broad political spectrum is represented: 
conservative right-wing politicians (among them several of the Swiss People’s 
Party) are enrolled side to side with center and left activists for the beneficiary’s 
‘right to stay’. The participation of actors hostile or critical towards immigration can 
be understood in two ways: first, people holding very different views on societal 
issues such as migration sporadically join in order to defend a particular person or 
case they consider worthy of their support; second, the “degree of pacification of the 
Left” (Giugni 2004, 169) and their use of moderate forms of protest (see below) 
could constitute a favorable ground for such a political alliance. To sum up, the hard 
core of personifying protests is characterized by a wide alliance and the diversity of 
the protesters’ political backgrounds and opinions.

In contrast to personifying protests, the hard core of exemplifying protests is 
composed of citizens who bring along a sensitivity for migration issues. They are in 
line with a political orientation that aims to challenge what they describe as harmful 
externalities of a restrictive migration policy. As such, they generally share “a moral 
vision or ideology which suggests that the world should be different from the way it 
is” (Jasper 2011, 291). As in the case of personifying protest, their commitment 
goes back to a weak social tie with the beneficiary. Yet, it generally exists because 
of the nexus of the protester’s activist interests (for migration issues) with the status 
of the beneficiary (being a migrant). In other words, they know each other because 
one is a migrant and the other a pro-migrant activist whose commitment is not 
defined by the beneficiary’s personal situation but by the migrants cause as a whole. 
As one protester says:

Oh, you know, there are many groups working on the issue of the right of asylum in [name 
of the canton] […] and these groups are coordinated to organize this church occupation. 
Actually this occupation was born of necessity, that is to say, a number of people were 
threatened with deportation to Italy without their case for asylum being processed, and they 
did not want to go back so there was a kind of pressure that was exerted for us to find a 
solution. (Personal interview, protester CH3_3, Switzerland, July 7, 2015; translation from 
French by the authors)

Accordingly, the hard core of exemplifying protests is mainly or exclusively 
composed of left-winged persons often engaged in other militant activities for the 
defense of migrant interests or other issues traditionally taken up by leftist actors. 
The hard core thus appears to be more homogeneous with regard to the opinions 
held by their members.
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7.4.4  �Network: The Power of Democratic Legitimacy

The hard core of support can be seen as the base from which the protest message 
and claim will spread. Therefore, its members start to activate weak ties among their 
respective social circles which they consider potentially sensitive to the cause and 
helpful for the achievement of the protest goals. Indeed, Rosenberger and Winkler 
(2014, 167) state that “pre-existing social ties and informal networks among poten-
tial protesters function as mobilizing structures”. Thus weak ties allow for the acti-
vation of other social circles that one does not belong to (Granovetter 1983) – and 
the bridging function of the corresponding type of social capital (Putnam 2001). 
The network is coordinated by the hard core. In contrast to the latter, the network is 
a group of protesters who do not participate in actions on a regular basis. Their par-
ticipation is intermittent and moderate in comparison to the hard core’s, which is 
intense, unconditional and emotional. The network provides either additional or 
complementary tools to the central body (the hard core). As one of the hard core 
members explains:

At the time I was 26, so I wasn’t really aware of which doors to knock at. Moreover, we 
didn’t know all the ropes. At least myself. That is why we needed help and people who 
knew more in order to go forward. (Personal interview, protester CH1_2, Switzerland, 
September 3, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

The instrumental use of the network must be understood in terms of both quality 
and quantity. In quality, the network serves to provide useful contacts. These con-
tacts are mobilized because of either their previous protest history (in social or 
political fields), their powerful positions (e.g., with influence on the decisional 
level), their professional skills (e.g., legal, communicative, artistic), or their ability 
to increase media coverage. In quantity, the network is composed of sympathizers 
who support the protest, by signing a petition or attending demonstrations, for 
instance. Winning the sympathy of the general public is of foremost importance. 
The volume of participation of the network provides “political weight” to the pro-
testers’ claims (Giugni 1995, 290). Indeed, it allows the protest to shift from a group 
of discontented individuals to the expression of the general will in the sense of 
Rousseau. As Passy and Giugni (2001, 94) put it, networks “provide a concrete 
opportunity to translate individuals’ willingness to act into actual action”. Thereby, 
the support of a significant number of sympathizers to the cause reinforces a form 
of democratic legitimacy that emphasizes the principle of “democracy by, of, and 
for the people” (Schmidt 2004, 982).

7.4.5  �Strategies: The Role of the Beneficiary

As mentioned above, our research object is anti-deportation protests whose trigger 
component is the defense of one or several specific deportees. As such, personifying 
and exemplifying protests are both case-specific. Yet, the differences among the two 
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ideal-types become particularly salient when considering the diverging argumenta-
tive strategies (i.e., claims and frames5) and action repertoires used for the protest. 
Ruedin et  al. (2018) distinguish case-specific from change-oriented claims. 
However, as our case studies show, this binary classification – necessary for a quan-
titative analysis of protest events – fails to identify hybrid combinations. Indeed, our 
qualitative examination of the protests suggests that these two features are not 
exclusive, but can be cumulative. In fact, while personifying protests are pure exam-
ples of case-specific protest (only person-centered claims), exemplifying protests 
appears to be case-specific protest bearing change-oriented claims.

7.4.6  �Personifying Protests and Person-Centered Claims

Personifying protests carry person-centered claims, exclusively focalized on the 
beneficiary’s case. In personifying protests, protesters require a right to stay for a 
beneficiary (sometimes with a family) insisting on the singularity of their situation 
and the uniqueness of their qualities and skills. The beneficiary is presented as 
exceptional, that is, different from most of the undocumented migrants, above all by 
virtue of their high degree of integration into the host society and the fact that they 
have already proven themselves to be honest, morally upright and all in all not a 
burden but a gain for the host society. When conservative right-wing actors defend 
particular cases, they sometimes describe the beneficiary as “one of the rare well-
integrated immigrants”, thus pointing out “the absurdness of the decision to deport 
that singular positive example”. This kind of position can for instance be found in 
CH5, where a supporter from the hard core explains his taking sides with the benefi-
ciary as follows:

I am no way thinking that we should keep all of them here, so fundamentally the migration, 
it is so extremely difficult at the moment in Europe, but for sure, we cannot solve the prob-
lems of Ethiopia or wherever by saying that all those that manage to come here can stay, 
right? This is completely absurd. And leads to a huge business for those who bring them 
here, and we will assume the enormous costs for these people that will not be able to inte-
grate here, right? So indeed, there are enough people that do not integrate, right? That we 
could send back. But as we often see, it is easier to deport the well-integrated ones. […] It 
is very difficult to deport criminals; then Amnesty International will come running. 
Meanwhile well-integrated families, they will finally just board the airplane or the train or 
the bus and be gone, right? (Personal interview, protester CH5_1, Switzerland, September 
10, 2015; translation from German by the authors)

Against this background, claims centered on the individual case are generally 
justified by the beneficiary’s characteristics and particularities, to begin with the fact 
that they are part of the personal environment of some members of the hard core 
with whom they share mutual sympathy. As expressed by the following protester:

5 Although protesters of one ideal-type may individually use frames attributed to the other ideal-
type, we here present the frames that were mobilized collectively for each model of protest.
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But yeah, they had a face, stories people know, classmates had spent hours with them. This 
of course is very different from 150 undocumented migrants who occupy a church and say, 
they want to stay. You cannot compare that. (Personal interview, protester CH5_5, 
Switzerland, October 1, 2015; translation from German by the authors)

From this personal tie, protesters derive arguments about the particularity of the 
beneficiary’s situation and mobilize the integration-deservingness frame. This 
frame emphasizes the beneficiary’s “good integration”, an assessment relying on 
the official criteria of the Swiss administration, including privileged contact to 
Swiss citizens, lawful behavior and financial independence (Wichmann et al. 2011). 
Consequently, the beneficiary appears as deserving; the protesters’ claim for the 
beneficiary’s right to stay is directly deduced from their achievements in terms of 
integration and their subsequent “civic membership” (Ellermann 2014). This 
integration-deservingness frame is embedded in a general agreement with the Swiss 
immigration policies and a fundamental acceptance of the state authority. The ques-
tioning and challenging of a single administrative decision expresses a critique con-
cerning the application of the law in this particular case and not of the law as such. 
As declared by an interviewee:

Well, it was quite clear: we do not have to fight against the state, we just have to manage 
that they can stay. This is another content in a way. So, we accepted the state as being the 
state, we accepted that there are rules, but we just made sure that they respect these rules, 
that they find the gaps. […] Because there are gaps in this legislation that exist intentionally, 
so that exceptions are possible. (Personal interview, protester CH5_6, Switzerland, October 
27, 2015; translation from German by the authors)

The integration-deservingness frame is sometimes accompanied by an instru-
mental frame which highlights the benefits that the beneficiary’s presence implies 
for the host society. This latter frame resulting from “value-oriented assessments of 
ends” (Habermas and Cronin 1993, 8) mainly applies to highly skilled individuals 
presenting an interest for the Swiss economy. As stated by the employer of one 
beneficiary and the initiator of the protest:

Well, the fact that he speaks French, that he is fairly well integrated, it is clear that helped 
indirectly or directly. Nobody ever confirmed that to us but I nevertheless think that it is 
always a matter of integration. So we played on that: integration, his diligence at work, his 
competences. Because he arrived, we trained him in the field and he learned by doing but 
now he knows everything. And he is committed to us. He has always been assiduous, always 
devoted, always… You cannot reproach him for anything. (Personal interview, protester 
CH1_1, Switzerland, September 3, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

As mentioned, the integration-deservingness and instrumental frames are the 
ones taken up by the Swiss administration, since they are in line with the official 
criteria regarding naturalization and migration policy. Moderate forms of action 
such as petitions, banners, motions used in personifying protests are the most popu-
lar in Switzerland (Bader 2018). In other words, personifying protests challenge the 
authorities’ decision regarding the beneficiary with direct-democratic and well-
tolerated means.
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7.4.7  �Exemplifying Protests and Change-Oriented Claims

At the opposite of personifying protest, exemplifying protests carry change-oriented 
claims. Here, claims go beyond the particular case and challenge national or inter-
national policies and legislation. This type of protest is what Passy (2001) defines as 
“political altruism”. Even though protest refers to a specific impending deportation, 
the protesters want more than its non-execution – they want political reform, that is, 
changing the laws determining the admission of immigrants, modifying or abolish-
ing the practice of deportation and the associated coercive measures such as custody 
pending deportation. Accordingly, our analysis shows that they mobilize the ‘human 
rights’ frame that require the respect of fundamental rights of migrants, and the 
‘asylum’ frame that appeals to a more inclusive and protective asylum law. As 
Rosenberger and Winkler note “arguments stressing rights and principles, such as a 
child’s well-being, protection of privacy and family life, or protection against tor-
ture, are almost always made by NGOs and political actors.” (Rosenberger and 
Winkler 2014, 174) Indeed, some protesters express their ideological beliefs through 
additional frames such as ‘no border’ and ‘freedom of movement’ that demand the 
cancellation of borders and nation states limiting the free movement of human 
beings.

Since exemplifying protests ask for policy change, any person threatened with 
deportation in application of a legislation the protesters perceive as unfair or violat-
ing the migrants’ fundamental rights can serve as an illustration of their critique. As 
declared by an interviewed NGO member:

We do not only defend the six persons who are here because we have claims that are more 
collective, like for example we ask the cantonal government to stop all deportations to Italy, 
and furthermore that it ceases the automatism of all Dublin deportation to other states. Now 
it is clear that already on one hand we do not know all rejected persons in the canton, the 
militant networks do not allow us to have that many contacts. There are persons who are 
very isolated, there are persons who hide away, there are persons who don’t have any con-
tact with organizations nor with the local population. (Personal interview, protester CH3_2, 
Switzerland, June 30, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

In this statement, the beneficiary appears as one of many and is used to exem-
plify, and give more power to the criticism of the rules in force. Exposing the per-
sonal life story of the beneficiary serves to prove what protesters consider as the 
“devastating effects” of enforced immigration law on migrants’ lives. According to 
the protesters, the strong focalization on the beneficiary’s situation is a means to 
point at the fundamental problem they have become a victim of. As expressed in the 
following interview, this case is an example for a broader political statement:

His deportation was unjust with regard to the right of asylum. It was an exemplary case of 
a misapplication of asylum law at a moment where this law got more and more restrictive 
with the lex Blocher6. [Name of the beneficiary] was a person who had to be protected. He 
also became a friend of mine but my commitment was above all motivated by the injustice 

6 Revision of Asylum Act in 2006 promoted by the far-right politician Christoph Blocher (Swiss 
People’s Party), then head of the Swiss Federal Department of Justice and Police.
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of this deportation decision. […] For me, [name of the beneficiary] incarnated a jeopardized 
ideal of humanism. (Personal interview, protester CH4_5, Switzerland, August 7, 2015; 
translation from French by the authors)

In other words, bringing to light a particular case aims at drawing attention to the 
numerous persons in similar situations, suffering from restrictive immigration poli-
cies. In contrast to personifying protests, exemplifying protests underline the simi-
larities rather than the differences between the beneficiary and the many other cases. 
Accordingly, the beneficiary appears as interchangeable. This is well illustrated by 
the protest practices observed in CH3 (see Table 7.1), where the beneficiaries, a 
group of asylum seekers in a Dublin procedure sheltered in an occupied church, 
changed over time. Once they obtained the right to file for asylum in Switzerland, 
they were replaced by other deportable asylum seekers. Nevertheless, protesters 
using such an exemplification strategy are sometimes criticized by fellow left-
winged activists for a disproportional engagement in favor of one case that could 
appear as unjust given the great number of persons not given the same attention – a 
reproach to which this interviewee replied in the following way:

After people would say: ‘You do that for him, you spend so much energy for him, but you 
don’t do that for all the others!’ We responded: ‘Do something yourself!’ Everybody 
defends one, one by one! We are not going to do anything for one because we cannot do it 
for all, what kind of logic is that? There are always people that say: ‘But there are so many 
others as much in crap as he is but about whom nobody speaks!’, then you say: ‘well yes, 
but at least this one, well we talk about him’, and then we have anyway tried to put some 
light on the fact that there are others! (Personal interview, protester CH4_1, Switzerland, 
August 18, 2015; translation from French by the authors)

Indeed, according to the protesters using the exemplification strategy, the “mass” 
of undocumented migrants similarly affected by the policies that the protesters chal-
lenge indirectly benefits from the protest actions, gaining increased public attention 
for their situation and encouraging policy reform.

In contrast to personifying protests, exemplifying protests use action repertoires 
that can be “provocative”, such as demonstrations, human chains, or sometimes 
even “illegal”, like church occupations and hiding the beneficiary. Although they 
also use moderate forms such as petitions, the protesters interviewed expressed the 
need “to be heard” with powerful actions widely visible in the public space and 
which raise media attention (Kriesi and Wisler 1996, 29).

7.5  �Discussion and Conclusion

The starting point of our research was the question respectively of how and why 
Swiss citizens stand together to protest against the deportation of one or several 
specific undocumented migrants. For this purpose, we have conducted five case 
studies of case-specific protests in Switzerland in which the beneficiary was clearly 
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identified by the protesters. We analyzed the cases along, on the one hand, the pro-
file of the protesters (i.e., protest experience, political orientation, and social ties 
with the beneficiary and among the protesters); on the other hand, we examined the 
strategies of the protests (i.e., claims, frames, and action repertoires).

From our empirical material we established a classification of the five case stud-
ies in two types of case-specific protests presented as two conceptual models in this 
chapter. Although both ideal-types share a common protest actor structure, they dif-
fer when considering the features of the actors involved and the argumentative strat-
egies used (see Table 7.3). Personifying protests involve Swiss citizens with various 
political orientations exclusively trying to prevent the deportation of a specific per-
son or family seen as “deserving” to stay. The beneficiary is perceived as exception-
ally well-integrated and fitting into the Swiss society. Protesters often hold diverging 
political views reaching from leftist to rather conservative or even far-right posi-
tions. They stand together precisely because the protest does not carry an ideological 
claim, that is, does not request social change. Touched by the beneficiary’s personal 
life story, the protesters hold the consensual view that they deserve to stay. Thus, 
personifying protests do not criticize the law but rather its reading, namely its appli-
cation in a specific case. Protesters are not against deportation in general but rather 
sporadically refuse deportations concerning migrants who have stayed in Switzerland 
for years and have proven themselves to be law-abiding and able to integrate. 
Consequently, the beneficiary of personifying protests is necessarily a migrant that 
has been living in Switzerland for quite a period of time, allowing them to integrate 
and to enrich their social capital with members of the established society.

Conversely, exemplifying protests are implemented by groups of left-oriented 
activists using the case(s) of one or several migrants as examples illustrating the 
outcomes of a policy they perceive as unfair and the reform of which they defend. 
The protesters usually adhere to politically left positions. Their activist engagement 
for migrants’ rights and a more liberal migration policy is prior to their mobilization 
for the particular case we observed and will most likely last beyond it. They see 
themselves as spokespersons not only of the beneficiary of the protest but also of all 

Table 7.3  Features of the two ideal-types of case-specific protests

Personifying protests Exemplifying protests

Origin of the ties with 
initiator

Personal environment NGOs, support organizations

Political orientation Diverse Left
Protest experience None or light Much
Claims Person-centered Change-oriented
Frames Integration-deservingness; 

instrumental
Asylum; human rights; freedom of 
movement; No border

Action repertoires Moderate Moderate, provocative, illegal
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migrants affected by restrictive immigration policies whose precarious situation 
remains unnoticed. The beneficiary thus becomes the face of their claims and politi-
cal critique. In other words, the particular case serves to transmit the protest message 
to a large public, assuming that civil society may better understand it when illus-
trated by a concrete situation.

Our typology shows two different ways of defending deportable migrants. All 
protests can be understood as social conflicts ignited by the fundamental question of 
who belongs to and is allowed to live in Swiss society. Yet, personifying and exem-
plifying protests answer that question differently; the borders of their respective 
“imagined community” (Anderson 2006) are not drawn in the same way. On the one 
hand, personifying protests mobilize a collective representation of both the nation-
state and national citizenship. In this narrative, the beneficiary is presented as “one 
of us”. The focus on their “good integration” and their often long stay in Switzerland, 
allows a rhetoric that obscures the beneficiary’s origins and underlines their per-
sonal virtues perceived as in line with values the protesters associate with Swiss 
society. Accordingly, the beneficiary is presented as a ‘national’ citizen in the being 
(essence), as distinct from their condition (legal status). This rhetoric allows the 
support of right and far-right politicians for whom the beneficiary’s stay in 
Switzerland is in line with their philosophy of deservingness regarding migration 
issues. As Ellermann (2009, 126) puts it:

Advocates will be careful to select cases in which “deservingness” is beyond dispute, while 
staying well clear of individuals whose personal history may tarnish their reputations – such 
as immigrants with criminal records or similar social stigmas.

Our findings suggest that Ellermann’s general statement of case mobilizations is 
particularly evident for personifying protests; such precautions of knowing with 
whom one is dealing before engaging in protests for the sake of a beneficiary is not 
applicable to exemplifying protests. This being said, personifying protests mirror 
above all the mobilizing power of social ties generating empathy, insights and com-
prehension with regard to socio-political processes that would otherwise have 
stayed abstract and remote for the citizens involved. In fact, personifying protests 
appear to be a salient illustration of the unease that may arise when general rules 
affect people’s immediate social surroundings. With regard to the deportation issue, 
Gibney and Hansen observe contradictory opinions and values in civil society “we 
support immigration control, but we don’t like deporting migrants. More broadly, 
people have nothing good to say about immigration, but much good to say about 
actual immigrants.” (Gibney and Hansen 2003, 12).

On the other hand, exemplifying protests seem to support the ideology of cosmo-
politanism (Appiah 2006), that is, the conception of a global citizenship based on 
the shared status of being human beings and the rejection of national communitari-
anism. Accordingly, the beneficiary is presented as one of them, a non-national citi-
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zen who is victim of nationalistic migration policy. Therefore, protesters consider 
the beneficiary’s need of protection on the basis of their condition (legal status), 
without considering their being (whether they conform to an essentialist definition 
of national citizenship or not). As stated by Passy and Giugni (2005, 899):

In France and Switzerland, collective access to the nation is based on a monistic imagina-
tion, which rejects any cultural particularism and hardly allows the expression of competing 
identities. This constraint will have a strong impact on the expression of protest, which will 
focus on a universalistic repertoire of the defense of migrants.

Consequently, the ideological scope of the protest explains the homogeneity in 
the political orientation of the protesters. It now becomes clear that exemplifying 
protests reveal forces in civil society that challenge immigration policies along cases 
functioning as examples of its enforcement, thus questioning the fundamental politi-
cal orientation of a society and, to a certain degree, aiming at social change. They are 
often embedded in broader militant activities contesting Swiss and/or European 
migration policies. Considering these characteristics, exemplifying protests appear 
to be closer than personifying ones to what different authors refer to as “social 
movements” (Rucht 2002). Yet, when considering the current trends described by 
Rucht (2002) and Ion (2011) with regard to social investment, we notice that per-
sonifying protests show more similarities with its contemporary forms. As Ion 
states: “The increase in pragmatic engagements of limited duration searching for 
tangible results expresses itself throughout the multiplication of initiatives trying to 
directly help one’s nearest without waiting for political change.” (Ibid., 45; transla-
tion by the authors). According to Rucht (2002, 6), the steady interference in politics 
is the central function of modern social movements. We finally have to acknowledge 
that, beyond the differences between the two ideal-types of case-specific protests, 
both appear to be a contribution to the debate on fundamental social questions: How 
should the society deal with migration? Who is entitled to live in Switzerland and for 
which reasons? Thus, in moving away from their “success” with regard to the 
enforcement of the contested deportation decision, they nevertheless manage to fuel 
the debate on these questions and keep dialogue and the democratic process between 
the civil society and the decision makers alive.

Acknowledgments  Research for this chapter would not have been possible without the funding 
granted for the project “Taking Sides: Protest against the Deportation of Asylum Seekers” (Project 
I 1294) by the Austrian, German and Swiss National Science Funds (FWF, DFG and SNSF) – we 
address our gratitude to these funding institutions. This paper has been presented at the Third 
Forum of the International Sociological Association (Vienna, July 2016) and at the conference 
“Deportations as a Conflicting Issue” (Osnabrück, September 2016). We warmly thank the partici-
pants and colleagues, as well as the anonymous reviewers, who have provided us with constructive 
comments that have nourished our reflections. Last but not least, we are thankful towards Hermine 
Lacour and David Lorenz who transcribed our interviews and William Doehler, Didier Ruedin, and 
Mark Goodale who proofread the manuscript.

7  Saving the Deportee: Actors and Strategies of Anti-deportation Protests in Switzerland



158

�Appendix 1: Interviews

Abbrev. Interviewee(s) Date

CH1_1 Protester hard core, artisan and employer 09/03/2015
CH1_2 Protester hard core, and artisan 09/03/2015
CH2_1 Beneficiary 06/21/2015
CH2_3 Protester hard core and retired from the Swiss army 07/13/2015
CH3_2 Protester network and NGO member 06/30/2015
CH3_3 Protester hard core, lawyer and leftist deputy 07/07/2015
CH4_1 Protester hard core, NGO member and legal advisor 08/18/2015
CH4_5 Protester hard core, artist 08/07/2015
CH5_1 Protester hard core, father of classmate and director of a company 09/10/2015
CH5_5 Protester network, politician and policeman 10/01/2015
CH5_6 Protester hard core and school director 10/27/2015
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