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Kieser, Rolf and Kurt R. Spillmann, eds. (with Thomas Koppel. 1he New Switzerland:
Palo Alto, CA: Society for the Promotion of Science and
Scholarship (SPOSS), 1996. ix, 399 pp. Figures. Tables. Cloth.

Problems and Policies.

This volume, edited by Rolf Kieser and Kurt R. Spillmann, consists of twentyeight essays written by a group of Swiss scholars and officials. Originally intended as
a new edition of the 1978 volume Modern Switzerland (edited by J. Murray Luck, Lukas
F. Burckhardt, and Hans Haug), The New Switzerland nonetheless differs significantly
in content and perspective from its earlier counterpart. As noted by the editors in the
preface, the book does not attempt to provide its readers with a comprehensive account
of Switzerland; rather, it seeks to inform a broad international audience through "a
discussion of the present and future state of Switzerland conducted by prominent
p~rsonalities in Swiss public life ... " (vii). The work succeeds in its intended goal; not
only does it give an in-depth analysis, as the title suggests, of the problems and policies
of contemporary Switzerland, but it also offers much insight into how a cross-section of
Swiss intellectuals view the country's past, present, and future.

The New Switzerland covers a wide-range of topics and is divided into four
general thematic sections. The first, "History and Politics," includes essays on history,
politics, democracy, security policy, neutrality, Switzerland's relationship to Europe, and
its position as an international mediator. The second part, "Economy and Ecology,"
deals with agriculture, industry, tourism, banking, transport, energy, and environmental
protection. A third section, "Society," covers diverse-topics such as the status of women
and youth, immigration, drug abuse, standards of living, social security, multiculturalism,
religion, education, and sports. The fourth, and shortest, section, "Culture," contains
two essays on cultural policy and one on art. A final essay by Rolf Kieser, "Switzerland
and the United States," closes the work and serves as its conclusion. The contributors
write with authority and perception, each displaying an extensive knowledge of the
general aspects and minute details of their subjects. Together, the essays provide the
reader not only with a familiarity of contemporary Swiss developments--and the
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intellectual climate in which they occur-but also with many previous nuggets of
information, ranging from the serious (i.e., that the canton of Appenzell fully regularized
female suffrage only in 1993) to the absurd (i.e., that 65 percent of Swiss summer
Olympic medals have been won in the sitting position).

Brief biographies provide

information on the contributors; however, a more substantial introduction, putting the
essays into a historical, political, or intellectual context, and, perhaps, highlighting key
themes or concepts and their significance, certainly would have helped the uninitiated
reader. Fourteen of the essays include bibliographies for further reading (this reviewer
wishes they all had). Several texts are accompanied by figures and charts (twenty-four
total); unfortunately, poor quality graphics render some of the information difficult to
interpret.
Patient readers will therefore get from this book a stimulating exposure to many
issues facing Switzerland (as well as to the "revised" thinking on them) as it moves
headlong into the twenty-first century.

Although the contributors vary in their

interpretations and assessments of Switzerland's past and present, and in their hopes for
its future, several general questions are addressed in virtually all the essays.

For

example, can Switzerland continue to exist as it has, economically and culturally part of
Europe, but politically apart from it? The contributors seem to share the belief that
Switzerland's failure to become a full member of the European Union (as well as the
December 1992 rejection by Swiss voters of the European Economic Area agreement)
has had (and, more importantly, will have) dire consequences for the tiny country. Most
essays further suggest that Switzerland's "aloofness," its seeming disinterest in fully
joining the European community, is not a matter of ability, but rather, as Dieter
Chenaux-Repond puts it, one of "political willingness" (42)--a willingness to step outside
of its traditional isolationist (and, as some would argue, opportunist) role to participate,
on all levels, in European affairs. A related question concerns the nature of the "Swiss
identity." Are the Swiss "unique" and, if so, can this "uniqueness" be maintained in an
increasingly global, multicultural, and technologically-oriented world? The picture of
Switzerland that emerges from the contributors' attempts to answer questions such as
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these is one of a country in transition-a country bound to certain, arguably no longer
viable, principles by the shackles of its history, but yet quite capable of demonstrating
an impressive stability, and prosperity, in the long-term. In general, the look to the
future is uncertain, if not grim.

Reacting to the older, highly positive view of

Switzerland (i.e., such as that apparently expressed in Modem Switzerland which,
according to the editors, "now reads like a hymn to a great past"), the contributors seem
intent on debunking the country's "mythic" image; one wonders, however, if some of
them have perhaps gone too far in the other direction. While paeans to its former glory
are certainly unnecessary, it does not seem that more consideration of what Switzerland
is "doing right" would be particularly damaging to new or revised interpretations and
assessments of its history, present state of affairs, or future position in the new world
order.
The editors recognize the "controversial" nature of some of the authors' views
and are "well aware of the criticism [they] may elicit" (vii).

A reaction to the

"controversial" opinion of an individual contributor cannot, of course, be considered as
an objective (or even legitimate) criticism of the work as a whole. Nevertheless, it must
be noted that some of the authors' views immediately triggered red flags in the mind of
this reviewer, calling into question, however, unfairly, the validity of, and motives
behind, their interpretations. For example, in her essay "Women and Power," Yvette
Jaggi writes that: "Unlike men, who are not beset by doubts about their abilities, women
lack self-confidence" (196). Aside from being a grossly inaccurate generalization, this
statement appears quite ironic in the context of an essay written about women by a
woman who happens to be a former member of Parliament and the mayor of Lausanne!
To cite a second example, Urs Frauchiger, in his essay on cultural policy, claims: "In
business, in the military, even in sports, only those with some qualification should be
allowed to participate in public discussions. A person unfamiliar with the fundamentals,
who is unacquainted with the basic literature on a given subject and has no concrete
experience, should keep quiet--or be persuaded to do so" (348-9). One immediately
wonders if such statements are indeed merely the views of certain "controversial"

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1997

3

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 33 [1997], No. 1, Art. 8

34
individuals or if in fact they illustrate larger phenomena, such as the problems inherent
in the Swiss conceptions of gender equality and democracy or, more generally, the
profoundly conservative (in the most traditional sense) nature of Swiss political culture.
While no definite conclusions about the book should be reached solely on the basis of
Jaggi's and Frauchiger's respective opinions, their views nonetheless do pro-xide the
reader with a curious and thought-provoking glimpse into the, as the editors phrase it,
11

current 'state of the union.' 11
Compiling a volume such as The New Switzerland, which spans such a diverse

array of topics, and making it accessible to a wide variety of readers, must have been no
easy task. This book will be of assistance both to those who seek general information
on contemporary Switzerland and to those who want detailed analyses of particular
issues, problems, or policies. The contributors and editors of 1he New Switzerland give
an intriguing picture of Switzerland as it passes through a critical stage in its march
toward the new millennium.

Nicole Butz, Ph.D. Candidate
University of Illinois at Chicago

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol33/iss1/8

4

