
Zeitschrift: Swiss review : the magazine for the Swiss abroad

Herausgeber: Organisation of the Swiss Abroad

Band: 46 (2019)

Heft: 6

Artikel: Locked up in Switzerland for being poor and socially undesirable

Autor: Wenger, Susanne

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907184

Nutzungsbedingungen
Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich für deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veröffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanälen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation
L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En règle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
qu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use
The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 31.01.2026

ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch

https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907184
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en


Society 13

"Robbed of all

privacy" - internees

at Bellechasse

detention centre in

Fribourg Photo:

Fribourg cantonal archives

Locked up in Switzerland forbeing
poor and socially undesirable

Until 1981, the authorities institutionalised tens of thousands of men

and women throughout Switzerland without a trial. An Expert Commission

has now appraised these "administrative detentions". The findings run

contrary to the country's self-image.

SUSANNE WENGER

"Administrative justice is one of the

most appalling things you can

imagine." That was the opinion ofan

observer in 1939, who was widely
quoted by the Independent Expert
Commission (IEC) eighty years later:

Bernese writer and reformer, Carl

Albert Loosli. While criminals had a

right to a trial, the reality was very
different for people who were
interred by the welfare authorities and

other administrative bodies, he

complained. Swiss institutions contained

"state slaves abandoned to the whims

of the authorities". And the most

astounding aspect: "Nobody cared."

Loosli, the illegitimate son of a

farmer's daughter, was admitted to a

juvenile correction facility as a young

man. However, critical voices such as

his clashed with the system for a long

time. It was not until 1981 that the

cantons repealed their administrative
detention laws and the federal government

revised the Civil Code. In the

meantime, the social welfare system
had professionalised, and society had

become more liberal after 1968. However,

the decisive factor was interna¬

tional pressure. Switzerland's practice

ofdepriving younger and older adults

of their liberty at a stroke of the pen
was incompatible with the previously
ratified European Convention on
Human Rights.

A "house of the other Switzerland"

Innocent victims who had spent time

in jail were not rehabilitated. They
also initially kept silent out ofshame.

"We dealt with the stigma of having

spent time in a house of correction,
but we were never criminals," says

Ursula Biondi. As a young woman the

now 69-year-old was "administratively

detained" in Hindelbank

prison for re-education, as it was

known in bureaucratic terms (see

page 14). After the turn of the century,
some courageous individuals, including

Biondi, began to tell their stories.

The media showed interest, and the

topic found its way onto the political
agenda. Between 2011 and 2016, there
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were two federal apologies, a

Rehabilitation Act and a parliamentary
resolution to organise a solidarity
contribution for victims of all
compulsory social measures. Besides

administrative detainees, former
contract children, institutionalised
children and people who were forcibly

sterilised demanded recognition
of and redress for their suffering
("Swiss Review" 5/2018).

The Federal Council appointed an

independent expert commission (IEC)

to examine the administrative detentions

in particular. More than thirty
researchers were involved in the
work. After four years' work, the
commission has published ten volumes in
the last few months, including
portraits of victims. This autumn they
presented their final report and

recommended further rehabilitation

Fight for justice

Ursula Biondi was 17 years old when she was sent to

Hindelbank prison. She had not committed any crime.

Rather she was admitted by the Zurich Guardianship

Department to a "closed reform school" because she had

fallen pregnant as a minor. The fun-loving girl had previously

been put into a girls' home, which she ran away from

several times. While still at home, she argued with her

parents about going out, fashion and music. Her Italian

father did not want to be viewed in a negative light by the

authorities due to his citizenship application, so her

parents agreed to a second placement for their daughter.

They did not know that the "reform school" was a women's

prison that also housed criminals. Ursula was not able to

get an education there. When she gave birth to her son,

the authorities took him away and forced her to give him

up for adoption. But she fought back and her baby was

returned to her three months later. After a year in Hindelbank,

where she was forced to work in the laundry, she

was released in 1968. She moved to the anonymity of

Geneva, had a family, worked in the IT department of a UN

organisation and in the social field. "I was fortunate,"

she says, "but that was hard-earned". Biondi was severely

traumatised. The fear of being exposed as a former Hindelbank

inmate worried her for a long time. The injustice

that she suffered haunted her. Biondi published

her life story in 2002; it was picked up by the magazine

"Beobachter". She has been closely involved in the appraisal

and redress of the "administrative detainments" for

years. The term is belittling, she warns: "It hides a horrific

cruel bureaucratic arbitrariness." She sees the report of

the expert committee as valuable. But one thing still

worries the dedicated campaigner who was awarded an

honorary doctorate in 2013 by the University of Fribourg.

Due to the extremely late rehabilitation of the former

"detainees", the following generation has never known just

Ursula Biondi in prison attire in 1967. The then young

mother was banished to a detention centre. Photo: private/provided

Ursula Biondi had the courage to write a book about her

Story. Photo: Jos Schmid

what freedoms they had to fight for. "We were still

sanctioned with prison for ways of life that are now widely

accepted," says Biondi who gives talks at schools

so that people today remain vigilant against official

arbitrariness.

measures, ranging from additional
financial payments to the victims

through to the suggestion that a

House ofthe Other Switzerland be set

up as a place to raise awareness about

these processes. The Swiss Justice

Minister, Karin Keller-Sutter,
accepted the recommendations. A decision

also needs to be made on whether

to extend the elapsed deadline for the

solidarity contribution of 25,000
francs per person. This could see

further victims making contact, along

with those who live abroad and have

not so far lodged a claim.

Repression in the

constitutional state

The Expert Commission's report
contains four hundred pages of historical

knowledge, and it holds a mirror

up to the country. There is no other

way to put it: until recently, Switzerland

was actually an uncomfortable,

even repressive place for the marginalised,

the poor and non-conformists

in society. There was a real second

class and very few people were
concerned by it. In a nutshell, the most

important findings of the IEC are as

follows:

At least 60,000 people were

administratively detained in 650 institutions

in the 20th century. The number

is higher than expected. Locking people

up without a criminal conviction

was not just an aberration of Swiss

law; there was an actual system.

The lower class in particular
attracted the attention of administrative

justice: the poor and the

marginalised without permanent
employment, social or family
networks. However, those who were part
ofminority groups such as the Yenish

were also detained, along with
increasing numbers ofrebellious young

people after the Second World War.

The decision to institutionalise was

made by militia bodies: municipal
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councils, communal welfare committees

and legal guardians. Tradespeople,

housewives and bookkeepers all
decided the fate oftheir fellow citizens

in the evenings after work. Regional
councillors and government officials

were also involved. The step was
justified by welfare and educational goals,

or as a means to protect society. Moral

assessments and traditional gender

images were prevalent in the
judgements. Men, who made up 80 per cent

of the detainees, were accused of being

work-shy and alcoholics; women

were accused of licentiousness.

Some of the many institutions in
Switzerland had multiple purposes,
which resulted in administrative
detainees living in jails under the same

roof as convicted criminals. Detainees

were also admitted to forced

labour facilities, labour colonies,
reform schools, alcohol rehabilitation
facilities, and workhouses. In the un-
derequipped, badly supervised
institutions, men had to do physical
labour outside, while women were put
to work in the household. Forced

labour was either badly paid or not paid

at all.

The life-changing experience of in-

stitutionalisation also affected
victims after they were released, often for

the rest of their lives. Some suffered a

nervous breakdown, while others

emigrated. Some of them are still living
in precarious conditions to this day.

The authorities did not succeed in
their goal of integrating "vulnerable

persons" into society. The detainments

actually increased the problems

and marginalisation.

Unjust even back then

From today's perspective, the attacks

on personal freedom seem extreme;
the welfare measures brutal. However,

these were different times and the

detainments were based on laws. Did

they only become unjust with hind-
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Flight to the foreign legion

Peter Paul Moser was 21 years old when he was administratively

detained in 1 947 by the Grisons' guardianship

authority in the Herdern labour colony, canton of Thurgau.

The young man did not understand the drastic measure; he

had been working as a showman's assistant and before

that in a factory. As he was of Yenish origin, the authorities

had been on his trail for some time. As a small child, the

Pro-Juventute aid organisation Kinder der Landstrasse had

separated him from his family and placed him in an

orphanage. The goal was to turn the children of travelling

folk into settled citizens. Later, his guardian, aid worker

Alfred Siegfried, placed him in a foster family on a farm.

Siegfried was a convicted paedophile, which highlighted

the unbelievable double standard. In his three-volume

autobiography, Moser later wrote: "Separation from one's

family heralded the start of the persecution of a member

of an ethnic minority: attacks on the human sphere,

discrimination, loss of freedom, detentions, admission to

labour colonies, through to deprivation of liberty in a

closed institution with the intention of destroying an entire

ethnic group." With the help of his employer, he initially

escaped internment in 1947. Out of fear, he crossed the

Swiss border in Geneva and applied to join the Foreign

Legion in Annecy, France. The police returned him to

Switzerland, where the authorities again admitted him to the

labour colony. However, Moser ran away again and got a

job in a machine factory. On the way there, his guardian

had him arrested and transported to Bellechasse Prison in

the canton of Fribourg. He describes the regime there as

inhuman. After he was discharged from the prison, his

guardian placed him on a farm and forbade him from

marrying. It was not until the 1950s that Moser was able to

escape their clutches and start a family. Later, he got

involved in the association Naschet Jenische for the appraisal

and redress of the systematic removal of the children of

travelling folk. Moser lived to hear the apology to the

Yenish folk given by the Federal Council in 1 986; however,

not his own rehabilitation as an administrative detainee.

He passed away of a heart attack at the age of 11 in 2003.

sight? Not according to the Commission.

The detainment laws were leveraged

on applicable laws and constitutional

principles. People were often

detained indefinitely, not listened to,
often locked up without any legal

ruling; in many places, there was no

possibility of legal recourse to an

independent court. The laws were also

vague, which allowed the authorities

to interpret them flexibly. Initially, the

admissions to institutions were a

cheap way for the state to manage the

poor. However, over the course of the

20th century, they became instruments

of social control. Throughout
the country, people knew that whoever

strayed from the path ofcommon

decency risked losing their liberty. It
was not only the authorities who were

actively locking up people. The

researchers also determined that the

measures were often prompted by
family, neighbours, priests or teachers.

They talk of "marginalisation practices

that were deeply rooted in Swiss

society".

This is probably another reason why
the detainment laws lasted so long.

Switzerland's social-political
backwardness also played a part: supportive

social insurance benefits were
introduced to the Confederation later

than in other European countries.

Whatever the case, it is now officially
time to reconcile the self-image of
Switzerland - a country ofgeraniums,

prosperity, freedom and direct

democracy - with its other side. The

remembrance work will be important,

says IEC member Thomas Huonker

who was one of the first historians to

research the forced interventions. He

emphasises: "Just as the wonderful

story of Wilhelm Tell is retold over
and over, the murky chapter of
Switzerland's abusive administrative care

measures also has to be retold time
and again".

The ten volumes of the Expert Commission are

available free of charge online:

www.uek-administrative-versorgungen.ch


	Locked up in Switzerland for being poor and socially undesirable

