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INTRODUCTION 

WHY THE GOVERNMENT OF SWITZERLAND 
IS OF PARTICULAR INTEREST TO 

AMERICAN STUD~NTS 

There are obviously a great many reasons why the gov
ernment of Switzerland should be of no particular interest 
to American students. The United States is a world unto 
itself, teeming with solved and unsolved political prob
lems. If, for reasons of general culture or on account of 
their repercussions on American foreign relations, the 
scheme of government of other countries should attract 
attention in America, it is very natural that such attention 
be directed in the first place either to the Western hemi
sphere, or westward to Japan, ~r eastward to the great 
powers of Europe. 

Strange as it may seem, there are however a variety of 
circumstances which have, for generations, led English
speaking and especially American authors to devote par
ticular consideration to the political institutions of Switzer
land. What are these circumstances? 

In the first place Switzerland was, throughout the ages, 
a republic. When the United States was born as an inde
pendent nation, Switzerland had behind it a republican 
tradition of half a millenary. Throughout the nineteenth 
century, with very few exceptions, Switzerland enjoyed 
the monopoly of being a republic. That monopoly was de-

vii 



viii INTRODUCTION 

strayed first by France in I871, then by Portugal in 1910 
and, since the war, by most of the defeated states and by 
all the new states created by the peace treaties. There is 
no doubt, however, that, especially during the century fol
lowing the establishment of the United States, which 
might in Europe be called the heroic period of the repub
lican tradition, Switzerland and Swiss institutions were 
studied by Americans mainly on account of the political 
relationship established by" this community of government. 

This relationship is, furthermore, not one of external ap
pearances alone. As did the United States, Switzerland 
grew from a loose confederacy of practically sovereign 
states into a federal union. This evolution, which was 
formally accomplished in little more than five years in 
America, took somewhat more than five centuries in Swit
zerland. However, as we shall see, the adoption by Swit
zerland in I 848 of the bicameral form of government was 
not only a conscious and deliberate imitation of the Ameri
can model, but also the effective solution of precisely the 
same political problem as that which had been solved in 
1789 at Philadelphia. It is natural that the dualism thus 
created of state or cantonal governmept, on the o~e hand, 
and federal government on the other, should have led the 
American and the Swiss"" nations constantly to compare 
notes on their respective experiences. 

The political loan Switzerland raised in the United 
States when it borrowed the bicameral system in I 848 has 
been partly repaid in kind since. The initiative, referen
dum and recall which have been adopted by so many 
American. states in the course of the last generation, are 
democratic institutions of Swiss origin. They also account 
in part for the interest taken- in Swiss political affairs by 
American observers. 



INTRODUCTION ix 
A less noted but none the less noteworthy analogy be

tween the United States and Switzerland is presented by 
their demographic characteristics. The United States, al
though preeminently an English-speaking Anglo-Saxon 
commonwealth, has, in the course of the last century and 
a half, welcomed to its shores millions of non-English
speaking immigrants. The composite nature of its popu
lation which has resulted from this historical process has 
given rise, notably in the field of foreign relations, to prob
lems and traditions which find their approximate counter
part in Switzerland. 

In so far as the policies of neutrality and isolation from 
foreign entanglements are due to demographic reasons, 
this analogy between the United States and Switzerland 
deserves to be studied with care. In Berne as in Washing
ton, statesmen have always been very loath to take sides 
in conflicts between foreign nations, not only for the per
fectly natural and legitimate desire to mind their own 
business and thereby to preserve their respective countries 
from avoidable complications. They have done so also on 
account of the divergent national sympathies springing 
from the composite character of the, American and the 
Swiss people. 
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