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BEYOND MULTICULTURALISM IDENTITY, INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION AND
POLITICAL CULTURE : THE CASE OF SWITZERLAND'

by Professor Uli Windisch

Switzerland’s actual multilingual and multicultural situation illustrates the
impossibility of comprehending the increasing cultural diversity of European countries
having had a high immigration rate in dichotomous terms such as
multiculturalism/citizenship; cultural relativism/assimilation; cultural differences/national
unity, etc.

In general, there is a current tendency in research to approach subjects such as
cultural diversity and immigration from a purely theoretical, abstract, and universal standpoint.
Every researcher has his theory and wants to impose his truth, frequently through some sort
of theoretical coup d’etat. In-depth research and empirical data are frequently given
secondary importance, demonstrating to what point the cultural diversity that followed mass
immigration and population shifts is far from a politically neutral subject. Every observation,
no matter how qualified, empirically founded or objective, is almost always automatically
given political connotations and reinterpreted ideologically on the basis of partisan and
ideological preconceptions. Polemical debates are guaranteed in advance and reciprocal
accusations and other misdirected criticisms feed the dynamics of the discussion. In short, it
is mined territory.

Our objective is not to add yet another truth or to condemn multiculturalism or
communitarism or, on the contrary, to advocate integration or citizenship as the only viable
and responsible political solution. In our opinion, the urgency of the matter does not consist in
choosing between multiculturalism and citizenship but to analyze real examples — empirically
and thoroughly — in the societies that are confronted with the problem of managing cultural
diversity within a system of political unity. What kind of unity can come from diversity? How
much diversity can a nation sustain without breaking apart? Is the attempt to conciliate
diversity and unity an exercise in futility? Diversity is frequently perceived as a threat to unity.
The obsession with unity and the concomitant fear of breaking apart are probably two of the

' A first version of this article appeared in Uli Windisch, La Suisse, clichés, délire, réalité. Ed.|'Age
d’Homme, Lausanne, 1998.
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diversity and even the encouragement of diversity today constituted the best evidence of a
country’s unity? Our objective is to show how Switzerland tries to respond to its different
challenges in everyday life in a concrete and pragmatic manner rather than through the
application of predefined dogmas.

The inter-community know-how developed by Switzerland cannot, obviously, serve as
a reference for other countries. On the other hand, the Swiss experience allows us to reflect
on these problems in a less theoretical and abstract manner, thereby broadening the
possibilities of managing cultural cohabitation within a single country. Let us start by
presenting one of the main findings of six years of research on the linguistic and cultural
mosaic that is Switzerland by an interdisciplinary group composed of sociologists,
anthropologists, linguists and sociolinguists as well as political scientists. Though it does not
always fulfill every condition, Switzerland demonstrates that cohabitation between different
cultural and linguistic communities within the same country presupposes the simultaneous
co-presence of three components:

1. Cultural identity
2. Intercultural communication
3. A political culture common to all of the linguistic and cultural communities

Most studies on intercultural phenomena characteristically take into account only one
of the components listed above or at the least give too much preponderance to one of them.
In analyzing intercultural problems, too much emphasis is placed on language and culture
while underestimating the communication (or the absence of such) between the different
cultures and sub-cultures and the importance of the political dimension. The different trends
in multiculturalism overestimate the weight of language and culture while the schools of
thought that stress citizenship give too much importance to political factor.

Our field studies show that political difficulties arise when some of the three factors mentioned
are absent or are given too much preponderance.

Let us illustrate our point in the light of Switzerland’s cultural and political reality:

a) Switzerland, with about seven million inhabitants, has four national languages
(German, French, Italian and Romansch) and therefore four different cultural communities.
These are of very unequal size, not counting the immigrant community that makes up about
20 percent of the population.

b) Switzerland is held together less by the fact that the Swiss speak two, three, or even
four languages (multilingual Swiss are less numerous than is generally thought) and that they
can therefore communicate easily between each other. The more important reason for Swiss
unity is that its people share a common political culture, especially direct democracy,
federalism, and several other factors that we will discuss shortly. The strong attachment of
the Swiss to direct democracy (popular initiatives and referendums) as well as to federalism
(regional, cantonal, and communal autonomy) make a powerful link, much more powerful
than communication between the different linguistic and cultural communities.

c) Nevertheless, Switzerland has several problems related to its multilingual and multicultural
status. One of these is precisely the lack of communication between the different linguistic
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each other well because we do not know each other” still holds true.

If simply “living next door to one another” was enough in the past, greater inter-community
communication could well become necessary in the future. The Swiss situation immediately
invalidates such clear-cut oppositions as multiculturalism/citizenship; cultural
differences/assimilation. It also brings out the source of difficulties that result when, for
example, only cultural differences are advocated to the detriment of political integration. In
more general terms, our societies need to rediscover more global political and social ways of
thinking that have to do with “both” (both cultural differences and integration) rather than
regressing towards Manichaean oppositions such as “either this or that” (my language, my
culture, my community, or else, my alienation through your assimilation). The political
handling of the different domestic cultures (integration through the respect of cultural
differences) in Switzerland should be able to be extended to its immigrant communities in that
the immigrants adopt the basic political personality composed of direct democracy and
federalism. It is well known that Swiss nationality is more difficult to obtain than French
nationality, for example, and it is easy to deride the battle of red tape necessary to go through
in order to obtain it. Nevertheless, one might legitimately wonder if it is not precisely because
of Switzerland’s great internal cultural diversity that obtaining Swiss nationality is lengthier
and more difficult (requiring up to 12 years of residency.) While cultural diversity constitutes
tremendous richness, it can also increase the fragility of national unity. The country wants the
assurance that future citizens have integrated the political-cultural personality that maintains
its unity. Let us point out that direct democracy (the actual participation of citizens in daily
political life), and federalism (strong local autonomy and decentralization) constitute values
that are increasingly appreciated and even demanded in our European societies today. Polls
show, for instance, that almost 80 percent of the French would like to see certain forms of
direct democracy such as referendums. If the time necessary to acquire Swiss citizenship is
long, it should be pointed out that foreigners who are nationalized may keep their original
nationality and thereby become bi-nationals, contrary to other countries that do not allow dual
citizenship but where the period required to become a citizen is shorter. This particularity is in
fact consistent with the general policy of unity within diversity. It manifests both the insistence
on unity (the long delay necessary to acquire the basic Swiss political personality) as well as
the insistence on diversity (respect for cultural differences that goes as far as accepting a
dual nationality). One problem posed, then, is long-established foreigners’ right to vote,
whether at the local, cantonal, or national level. Given the particularly important political
dimension of Swiss social life (numerous referendums and popular initiatives) at the local,
regional and national levels, daily political life becomes an important factor in social
integration.

Participation in the numerous public discussions surrounding referendums and popular
initiatives generates an intense social life. In other words, granting immigrants political rights,
even partially and by occupational sector, helps to integrate them socially. In a direct
democracy, however, it is the people who have the last word and, in Switzerland as in other
countries, the majority of the population is frequently opposed to granting political rights to
immigrants. On this point, we need to let time take its course and rely on the political debate
to make things progress. Nevertheless, because of the federalist system, a number of
cantons and communes (Neufchatel and Jura), gave immigrants the right to vote long ago.
These concrete and positive local experiences frequently advance a more general public
debate. Although this approach is slow (“slowly but surely” say the Swiss), it nevertheless
comprises a positive element: it avoids the potential adverse effects of a government decree
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Public discussion and debate constitute one of the motors of direct democracy and the key to
well pondered solutions.

Other, less discussed features, are an integral part of this political system. The Swiss
attachment to independence and neutrality, although relative, is clearly connected with
multiculturafism. If Switzerland has been able to become strong as a result of its diversity (the
famous unity within diversity, the differences that strengthen unity), this has taken time and
has been achieved only progressively. In effect, the three main Swiss linguistic communities
are linked by their language to neighboring countries (German-speaking Switzerland to
Germany, French-speaking Switzerland to France, and ltalian-speaking Switzerland to Italy).
This situation implies a certain vulnerability because, despite the linguistic and cultural links
with neighboring countries, the three Swiss linguistic communities have become associated
with the other linguistic communities rather than with their natural “Hinterland.” It is therefore
clear that, depending on the moment and the nature of international tensions, especially
between neighboring countries (France, Germany, Italy, Austria), this mosaic could become
very fragile and become a centrifugal force in that each linguistic community could be tempted
to support the foreign country with which it shares the language and culture. This explains the
long, conscious, political and historical process that was necessary to achieve the desire for
independence and neutrality vis-a-vis the rest of the world, as well as the difficulty of
moderating this desire today. This system of social and political beliefs, today described by
some as “withdrawing into oneself,” is also at the root of the difficulty for a certain number of
Swiss to accept joining the European Un|on even though Switzerland is profoundly European
in its values and culture.

Subsidiarity goes hand in hand with federalism and can be summed up in a famous
saying: “What the towns can do, the canton should not do; what the cantons can do, the
Confederation should not do.” We might add, from the standpoint of the Swiss who favor
membership in the European Union under certain conditions, that what each country can do,
the European Union should not do.

Federalism and the principle of subsidiarity are also related to Switzerland’s diversity
as well as to the cultural and political heterogeneity, which can also be found in some
cantons, depending on the region and township. As such, there are cantons that apply very
different linguistic policies as well as communities within the same canton that practice
different educational policies. This fundamental respect of each other’s entity (there are, of
course, many exceptions to this principle, but it does involve a general form of organization
that is inconceivable in a highly centralized country), is the condition for a minimum
consensus, another characteristic component of Switzerland’s political and cultural reality.

These different characteristics are linked, interconnected, forming a system, a specific
totality. Consensus is indissociable from federalism and involves a lengthy and extensive
process of consultation of all the principal social and political actors concerned by a decision.
In Switzerland, governing by decree is unthinkable. This policy of widespread consultation is
itself linked to direct democracy. By consulting as many actors as possible, a referendum can
be avoided. Taking into account diverse and opposing opinions following general discussions
(the participation aspect) leads to compromise and pragmatism. The willingness to find a
solution acceptable to the largest number avoids polarization over established ideological
positions given that consensus and pragmatism are a priori incompatible with the defense of
ideological principles. A pragmatic attitude always aims for concrete solutions. At the basis is
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that the time necessary will be spent to find a solution, even if in the view of some the process
takes too long. Direct or semi-direct democracy also supposes an active conception of
citizenship even if every voter does not participate in every election, popular vote, and
referendum. The system is often criticized on the grounds of the frequently high abstention
rates. It is the possibility for each citizen to participate amply in the political system, more than
the participation itself, that seems important to us, a possibility in keeping with the general will
to participate that is specific to the political Zeitgeist of our era. If some citizens abstain,
others do more than their share. This is the militia spirit, something that goes beyond the
taste for community life in general (highly developed in Switzerland). It involves the volunteer
work of many Swiss citizens who become participate in a spirit of openness and dialogue in
the deliberation, discussion and the elaboration of proposals with the aim of finding solutions
to the great problems facing society, thereby helping the authorities in their work. In other
countries, these volunteers would be put in charge of a mission, professionally hired, and
paid. In Switzerland they can be members of numerous commissions, working or discussion
groups, etc. without ever being hired as professionals. The absence of pay, or the mere
reimbursement of expenses does not exclude, however, symbolic results that can further a
political or other career or the nomination to a prestigious post. Related to this militia spirit,
one can point to the lack of pageantry that surrounds the country’s political authorities.
Though they might not always be popular, political authorities are careful not to be cut off
from the people despite the difficulty this represents. In fact, direct democracy obliges them to
do this, as certain anecdotes illustrate. Federal Councilors (the members of the federal
government), for example, take the bus or the train with the man or woman on the street
without being accompanied by bodyguards. This is not a myth.

While the people can disavow this or that political authority on the occasion of a popular vote,
it does not signify in any way a rejection of the very same authorities and does not lead to the
resignation of a member of the government. The people can really control the authorities, obliging
them to take their opinion into account, too much so in the minds of certain zealous technocrats with
little concept of the adverse effects profound changes would bring to the political system. We do not
say this because of any conservatism; the political system is in fact constantly correcting itself with the
approval of the people. Rather, we say it as the result of an overall analysis of the political system and
the manifest and latent effects of such changes. It is indeed a total political and social phenomenon, all
of the characteristics and consequences of which have yet to be brought to light.

More generally speaking, among the achievements of Switzerland’s semi-direct
democracy (popular initiatives requiring the signature of 100,000 citizens and referendums
requiring 50,000 signatures), it should be recalled that the system has permitted the
progressive development of a thoughtful popular will and that it has contributed to values
such as tolerance (as opposed to ideological intransigence), respect for others (other
languages, cultures, religions, political parties, etc.) as well as common sense. What in other
places can bring about disintegration (the presence of numerous languages, ethnic groups,
religions, cultures, etc.) has been converted in Switzerland into an integrating force. This
basic political personality reminds us, in these ethnically troubled times, that the reciprocal
destruction among different ethnic groups, languages, cultures and religions is not
necessarily inescapable.

This brief presentation should allow us to show that the intercultural cohabitation
specific to Switzerland that we will now discuss cannot be adequately understood unless the
unique aspects of this political culture are brought to light, and that the problems of
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political.

Contrary to other multilingual countries such as Canada or Belgium, which have a
highly developed and complex linguistic policy, numerous observers are struck by the
absence of detailed linguistic legislation in Switzerland.2 One brief article of the federal
constitution (art. 116), amended March 10, 1996, serves as a linguistic policy. Here is what it
says in four points:

1. The national languages of Switzerland are German, French, Italian, and Romansh.

2. The Confederation and the cantons encourage comprehension and exchanges
between the linguistic communities.
3. The Confederation supports the measures taken by the cantons of Grisons and Ticino
(Tessin) to safeguard and promote the Romansh and Italian languages.

4. The official languages of the Confederation are German, French and Italian. Romansh is the
official language in the relationship between the Confederation and Romansh-speaking citizens. The
details are regulated by law.

The brevity of this article indicates that Switzerland’s linguistic policy is essentially
informal, unwritten and pragmatic, the result of a long tradition of informal practices patiently
elaborated on the basis of difficult cases and concrete experiences. These informal practices
are nevertheless determined by a similarly unwritten general principle, the principle of
territoriality (as opposed to the principle of linguistic freedom). The image of a multilingual
Switzerland does not mean that everyone automatically speaks all of the national languages
or even that most Swiss are multilingual. Each territory has its language (German in
German-speaking Switzerland, French in French-speaking Switzerland, etc.) The aim of the
principle of territoriality is to prevent the shifting of linguistic frontiers and to maintain the
homogeneity of the different linguistic regions. The application of this principle implies a clear
policy of integrating and even assimilating internal migrants. A German Swiss who settles in
French-speaking Switzerland has to educate his children in French and cannot demand a
German education for them by arguing that the country is multilingual. In short, each
linguistic region has only one official language, with the exception of multilingual cantons. But
the principle of territoriality does not impede the learning other national languages in each of
the linguistic regions. In fact, considerable efforts are made in this respect.

The attachment to the principle of territoriality is due to another reason -- the unequal
size of the different national linguistic communities. The Swiss population (not including the 20
percent of foreigners), is divided in the following manner according to the 1990 federal census:
German speakers make up 73.4 percent of the population (4,131.027 persons), French
speakers account for 20.5 percent (1,155.683 persons), Italian-speaking Swiss are four
percent of the population (229,000 inhabitants), Romansh speakers makeup 0.7 percent
(38,454 persons), while other languages account for 1.3 percent of the population (74,002
persons).

Because of this numerical disproportion, many more German speakers settle in the
three other linguistic regions. The figures are as follows: Of the total Swiss population living in
German-speaking Switzerland, French speakers represent 1.6 percent, Italian speakers 0.7

2 Untit March 10, 1996, article116 had only two paragraphs regarding linguistic policy:
1.) German, French, ltalian, and Romansh are Switzerland's national languages.
2.) German, French, and Italian are declared to be the national languages of the Confederation.
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percent, and Romansh speakers 0.4 percent. At the same time, the proportion of German-
speaking Swiss living in French-speaking Switzerland is 7.4 percent while 11.3 percent live in
Italian-speaking Switzerland and 20.8 percent have settled in the regions where Romansh is
spoken. The German-speaking presence is felt even more in the communities that speak a
minority language. In Romansh-speaking and ltalian-speaking Switzerland, for example, the
danger of “Germanization” is often evoked, but hardly at all in French-speaking Switzerland.
The principle of territoriality can nevertheless bring with it adverse effects. In the Grisons,
certain communities included such a high proportion of German-speaking citizens that
because of the very principle of territoriality, the communities became largely German in the
long run and, through the principle of communal autonomy, adopted German as the official
language. Yet without a relatively strict application of the principle of territoriality over a long
period, a multilingual Switzerland may have already ceased to exist. If the children of all the
German-speaking Swiss who immigrated to other linguistic regions had been able to study in
German, the proportion of German-speaking Swiss would be much higher than it is today. It
should be underlined that German-speaking Swiss citizens do not have any hegemonious or
imperialistic designs over the other linguistic regions, much to the contrary. The problem is
due solely to the considerable majority of German speakers compared with the other linguistic
communities. While representing a large and national majority, German speakers have an
exceptional capacity to integrate and assimilate. Those who emigrate to a different linguistic
region assimilate very quickly, sometimes to the point of seeking to erase the traces of their
linguistic origins. They seek, for example, to actively eliminate the accent that characterizes
them when they begin to speak French. The proportion of immigrants of German origin
established in French-speaking Switzerland is much larger than the 7.4 percent mentioned
above precisely as a result of this rapid assimilation. The 7.4 percent represents only the
most recent immigrants, those for whom German remains the most easily spoken language.

On the subject of the practice of multilingualism in a multicultural Switzerland, one can
basically say that it is the ltalian-speaking and Romansh-speaking minorities that know the
most languages, frequently speaking two, three, even four of the national tongues. This is at
least the case for those who are in contact with the other national linguistic communities, the
ones who adapt to the two linguistic majorities. Regarding the relationship between the
German-speaking and French-speaking populations, on the other hand, it was the German
speakers who for a long period learned French more easily rather than the other way around.
But things seem to be changing, with German-speakers beginning to demand a certain
reciprocity. German speakers, especially among the young, think that the Francophones
could make an effort to speak some German, even Swiss German, given that the mother
tongue of Swiss Germans is not German but rather a German dialect. Swiss Germans learn
standard German (Hochdeutsch) when they start school. They become bilingual (dialect and
standard German) even before learning a second national language. On the other hand, the
infatuation with English is increasingly evident in Switzerland, regardless of national linguistic
community. Here we come across a major problem that will increasingly confront the country,
that is, the lack of communication between the different linguistic communities.

The definition of the situation and Switzerland’s problems regarding intercultural
relationships and cohabitation varies according to the social and political players. The
differences in how this situation is defined can occasionally be the subject of heated
debate.

One cause of concern for the authorities is the threat of the disappearance of the
Romansh language. One of the aims of revising article 116 of the Constitution (March 1,
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1996) was precisely to reinforce that language by changing its status from a national to an
official language when it involves the relationship between the Romansh speakers and the
Confederation. This measure, at once symbolic and concrete, was massively approved by the
Swiss people, indicating their attachment to quadrilingualism as well as their sympathy and
support for the country’s smallest linguistic community (merely some 40,000 persons). The
disappearance of Romansh would threaten a component of the country that is at once real,
symbolic and mythical. An insignificant number of Swiss who are not Romansh speak the
language, something that does not prevent them from having a great sympathy for and
attachment to it. Italian, while also a minority language (4.1 percent of the population) is not
threatened because the Tessin (Ticino) has its hinterland — ltaly. Yet the major problem for
the authorities involves the apparently growing differences, one speaks at times of a “gulf,”
between German and French-speaking Switzerland. To the lack of interest and the reciprocal
lack of knowledge and communication between the two communities one can add political
differences on subjects as essential as whether to join the European Union, international
relations in general, and a variety of national issues, particularly those related to the
environment, ecology, transportation, etc. More generally speaking, the sense of community
membership is stronger among German-speaking Swiss than among French speakers, a
sentiment reinforced by the specificity of the dialect utilized by Swiss German speakers. With
regard to the differences in culture and mentality between the national linguistic communities,
the attitudes of the various social protagonists varies considerably. The press and the media
have a tendency to accentuate the differences, favoring events that show the divergence
rather than those that link the different communities despite everything else. Following
popular elections that show the differences of sensibility between the linguistic communities,
certain newspapers tend to dramatize with headlines such as: “Might Switzerland explode?”
“Might Switzerland fall apart?” etc.

On subjects as sensitive as that of the future of the country, there is no single discourse or
common belief. On the one hand, there are those who dramatize, on the other those who
minimize. The latter emphasize the political system’s capacity to absorb conflict. Issues such
as joining the European Union divide and reinforce the reciprocal stereotypes, notably
between the German and French-speaking Swiss. It is also true, however, problems
considered to be fundamental are never resolved in the blink of an eye. The public arena,
which is essentially deliberative, is supposed to lead step by step to a minimal consensus
through debate and at times virulent discussion. Doubtless no other political system demands
as much time to resolve certain problems. For this reason, the political system should be
analyzed on a long-term basis and not in terms of “media coups.”

Our own point of view with regard to the future of Switzerland is neither blissfully
optimistic nor catastrophic but is instead a voluntary one, as befits an exacting plan for
society that seems to us well suited to the current general evolution. It is not institutional
reforms (i.e. new proposals to reform the federal constitution that some see as a miracle
solutions), but rather a better and more voluntary utilization of all the political-cultural
possibilities afforded by the political system and Switzerland’s multiculturalism that could
provide a partial response to the great challenges of our time. Let us take the example of the
relationship between the different linguistic communities. In the past, Switzerland could
function perfectly well with juxtaposed linguistic communities, without extensive
communication or intense and durable links between them. Today, a more developed
communication seems necessary. The authorities obviously also think so given that the third
point of the new constitutional amendment on languages (art. 116) makes specific provision
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In order to understand and exchange with others it is necessary to communicate, and
in order to communicate one must speak the other's language or at least understand it. A
common method of communication between elites from the different linguistic communities
involves each person speaking in his own language and is presumed to understand that of
the others, or at least those of the largest linguistic communities. It would indeed be difficult to
expect a large portion of the Swiss to understand Romansch, even passively, all the more
since, in addition to the newly-created “inter-Romanist” (Rumantsch grisun), there are five
different Romansch dialects among the 40,000 people who speak the fanguage.

One thus begins to grasp some of the major problems facing Switzerland today,
problems which can only be caricaturized given that each aspect always has its subtle
differences, variations and special cases. It should also not be forgotten that the very
definition of these problems varies strongly from one linguistic community to another. Let us
take the example of the communication between German and French-speaking Swiss. From
the point of view of French speakers, the difficulty in communicating with the German-
speaking Swiss is due to the fact that the latter speak a dialect (essentially an oral language)
and not standard German (oral and written) as it is written and learned in school. Therefore,
say the French speakers, learning German serves no purpose because the German Swiss
prefer to speak a dialect and do not like standard German. It is true that the German speakers
do not always feel comfortable in standard German because it is not their mother tongue and
because of their strong attachment to their dialects. In addition, say the French-speakers,
even if one wanted to learn the German dialect (Schwyzerdutsch), which of the several
existing should they choose? This is an excuse, because German speakers who know
several different dialects can understand each other perfectly by simply making certain tried
and true adaptations, such as dropping certain idiosyncratic expressions and attenuating
certain marked pronunciations.

Actually, the reason for the limited practice of either standard German or the German dialects
among French speakers is the negative image that the latter have of the majority language
and even of the German Swiss themselves. There are obviously exceptions, but generally
Francophone children at school do not like German and have many prejudices towards both
the German language and the individuals who speak it. Yet the financial means invested by
the educational system in each linguistic community to learn a second national language are
enormous. The results are poor because of this negative image and social representation.
Learning a language is extremely difficult when one has a negative image of it. This image
therefore must be altered by breaking down the stereotypes and becoming interested in the
other's mentality, way of life, and subculture (which is truly different) rather than stigmatizing
and mocking. While this seems implacable logic, it is not easy to change a way of thinking.
Yet despite everything, the situation appears to be evolving slowly, with the truly remarkable
dedication and imagination of many second-language teachers.

French-speakers are quick to point out that if they say a few words in standard German
to the German-speaking Swiss, the latter prefer to respond in French rather than to speak
standard German. This is again partly true, but the linguistic majority is changing its policy of
adapting to the linguistic minority because numerous German speakers are today more
interested in speaking English than French and because they believe more French speakers
could make an effort and learn a bit of German dialect. The argument results in a general
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outcry, because some French-speakers feel that learning a German dialect is tantamount to
betraying the French language and submitting to the German majority and its language.
Furthermore, some Francophones do not even consider Swiss German be a language! In
fact, we know today that learning another language is an excellent way of opening up to
others that causes no harm to the mother tongue. In the present case, French speakers
would be more likely to better defend their language, identity, and specificity if from time to
time they spoke in German, even in a dialect, in the presence of German speakers. Let us
clarify this idea, given the sensitivity of the subject. Such an effort on the part of French
speakers would in no way represent a unilateral adaptation, but would simply be a symbolic
act with considerable import and significance. In speaking a few words in German, even in a
German dialect, the French speakers would show that they have respect for the identity,
language, and mentality of German speakers, rather than rejection or even contempt. Swiss
Germans are very appreciative to this type of more open behavior. Just a few words could
change the nature of inter-community relations, something we have frequently verified
empirically in the course of our research. But proposing such measures, symbolic as they are,
is unacceptable to some Francophones, the most intransigent of whom wrongly see in them
the danger of Germanizing Switzerland. For having proposed such symbolic measures at the
national level, measures that are in fact regularly implemented along linguistic borderlines
where German and French speakers live together, we were called “collaborators” by a former
member of a canton government, a canton that is bilingual and located on the border with
Fribourg. “The linguistic battle has its complacent collaborators and its heroic resistants,”
wrote the newspaper La Liberté, (Liberty) on September 5, 1992.

This example underscores the emotions the subject raises, despite the logic of our
proposal. Bilingual schools are another surprising phenomenon in a multilingual country.
Aware of the difficulties of learning languages in a purely educational and traditional manner,
several countries have turned increasingly to bilingual schools. Instead of learning another
language only during language classes, certain subjects (mathematics, gym, geography,
history, etc.) are taught in the foreign language so it can be learned through practice and use.
Without discussing the details and the variations of this pedagogical approach, this method is
obviously an effective, even an attractive one. Switzerland is in a good position to take better
advantage of the remarkable advances in bilingual education, even more so since each
linguistic community includes members of other linguistic communities who can facilitate the
implementation of such bilingual and even multilingual methods by serving as intermediaries.
Paradoxically, Switzerland is behind in the area of bilingual education, even in relation to
traditionally monolingual countries. It hardly profits from the considerable advantages of its
multilingualism. Innovative dynamism fails to override the traditional educational sluggishness
or the ancient inter-community fears and prejudices. The ability of individuals to move for
professional reasons, to live in another area or region, even to move to a new linguistic
community is today extolled by everyone, but people are not trained to put it into practice. Will
the Swiss authorities and the parents of a multilingual Switzerland see their children criticize
them for having prevented them from learning other languages efficiently and without
prejudices? Switzerland does have some bilingual schools but they are frequently private and
expensive. Will only a small, privileged minority be truly multilingual? In fact, it is a matter of
expanding bilingual education in the public schools in order to facilitate exchanges,
professional mobility, and intercultural communication in general. Learning languages should
not be disheartening, it should be passionate. This is possible without much additional
expense given the existing resources, and would in fact avoid uselessly spending
considerable sums of money as is now the case. It is no longer sufficient to assuage one’s
conscience by advocating language learning in theory. Today efficiency must be aimed for,
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an efficiency that would simultaneously contribute to a more intense social life, contemporary
intercultural communication, and a much advocated openness of mind.

And what about English? This is another problem that is the subject of countless
and unending discussions in Switzerland. Let us continue with the example of the
relationship between German and French-speaking Swiss. There is increasing demand to
learn English as a second language instead of a second national language (in the place of
German for French-speakers and French for German speakers). The given argument is
that English is more useful, its use more widespread, and easier to learn. It is also argued
that the Swiss could communicate between linguistic communities in English instead of
learning the national languages. The problem is clearly political and so is our choice. We
say "yes” to English, but only after learning a second national language. This should be
even more the case since it is known that learning one foreign language facilitates the
acquisition of other foreign languages. The problem is clearly political because it involves
nothing less than the survival of a multicultural and multilingual Switzerland. The
hypothesis of English as a second language taught in school would mean that the logic of
separation would risk winning over the logic of unity within diversity that took so long and
cost so much to acquire. The fact is, a new factor of unity between different linguistic and
cultural communities cannot be invented overnight, and it has taken decades, even
centuriesé, to develop original methods of cohabitation and communication between
cultures.

The intercultural Swiss model is a voluntary one. It is not a self-evident model and is not self-
perpetuating. It presupposes a collective political will and must be constantly activated, practiced,
restructured and developed by willing, active, and determined citizens. Today, a separate cohabitation
is no longer enough. It is necessary to take an interest in the Other, in Others, an interest that goes
against the forces of prejudice, negative stereotypes, and caricatured stigmatizations.

Even if it is neither perfect nor exportable, it seems to us that the Swiss model merits to
continue existing, especially in an era when a diametrically opposed logic, that of exclusion of
the Other and of ethnic purification, is spreading so quickly that it will end up seeming
inescapable. In order to illustrate in more detail the “intercultural culture” and the inter-
community skills developed in Switzerland, we are going to refer briefly to one or another of
the numerous concrete instances of intercultural contacts we have observed during many
years of field work in the context our interdisciplinary and muiticultural research group.

Let us illustrate in a different way what is to us a fundamental fact, that the cultural
diversification of our societies is equally linked to major political changes and to a modification
of the criteria of our political behavior and our collective sensibilities. Certain once-secondary
criteria have come to the forefront while others that were determinant not long ago have now
become secondary. Among the former, one can cite precisely the attachment to language,
cultural and ethnic identity, and to what is local, regional or territorial. These criteria are even
more evident in a social group looking to define itseif as a linguistic, ethnic, or regional
minority and to be perceived as such by the other social and political actors in the society.

? Additional details and concrete examples of the daily functioning of this culture of the intercultural and of
inter-community know-how may be found in the numerous studies and detailed cases on Swiss multiculturalism
analyzed in the field by our interdisciplinary research group. See U. Windisch et al, Les relations quotidiennes
entre Romands et Suisses allemands, 2 vol. op. cit. This work includes a bibliography of about a dozen pages on
the Swiss political-cultural “model” that is impossible to reprint with this article. The reader more particularly
interested in the Swiss case may find it a useful reference.
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The insistence on these new criteria has relegated to a secondary position other more
traditional factors such as class conflicts and ideological oppositions of the left and right. In
the bilingual canton of Fribourg (on the linguistic border between French and German, where
two-thirds of the population is French-speaking and one-third is German speaking), article 21
of the canton’s constitution (linguistic politics are decided principally by the cantons in
Switzerland) relative to languages and that gave French a certain pre-eminence (the French
version had legal power), there were hardly any problems for several decades. But, beginning
in the 1960’s, the pre-eminence of French was suddenly considered offensive and humiliating
by the German-speaking minorities. In the canton of Fribourg German speakers, although a
majority at the national level, are in the minority. The change of attitude on the part of German
speakers who began to define themselves as a MINORITY should be seen in the light of the
change in the criteria of social and political behavior previously mentioned. More generally
speaking, one can distinguish three historic phases in the relationship between the two
linguistic communities in the canton of Fribourg.

a). The first phase lasted until the years 1950-1960 and was characterized by the
voluntary adaptation of German speakers to the language of the French-speaking
majority. French was the reference, a more prestigious language to which one adapted, to
the extent that German speakers were ashamed of their native German dialect.

b). A total upheaval began in the 1960’s: The German-speaking minorities entered a
phase of widespread and systematic identity assertion and demands, much like other national,
linguistic and ethnic minorities in other areas of the country and the world. This development
was clearly a general political and social phenomenon and not a purely local one. That is what
we social scientists say. The actors directly concerned, on the contrary, experienced these
realities in a very different manner. As a result, the French-speaking majority, abruptly
challenged by a minority that until then had been so conciliatory and so prepared to adapt, did
not immediately assign a political significance to the phenomenon. They proceeded instead to
psychoanalyzing it, attributing the demands from German speakers to their “character traits”
(“always dissatisfied and always demanding something”, etc.) The German language and
culture were not really recognized as such and a veritable “Francization” was implemented.
Even future language teachers who were going to teach German in the German communities
and districts of the Fribourg canton had to study in French. This psychological interpretation,
offensive to German speakers who had switched from an attitude of adaptation to one of
assertion, had the effect of straining relations between the two communities. It took the
majority time to understand that behind the demands, which were at first very specific, partial
and sectarian (changing the names of streets and places and instituting general bilingualism),
hid the birth of a veritable social and political movement with a linguistic and cultural base.

In addition, even if German-speakers were a majority on the national level. it became
untenable for French speakers to deny them at the cantonal level the same rights that the
Francophones themselves demanded as a minority on the national scale.

c). Now that the German-speaking community has won the struggle against many
forms of discrimination after decades of struggle, insistence and perseverance, today a third
phase of inter-community relations has begun. The outcome, uncertain at the moment, will
largely depend on the disposition and will of the various social actors. Either each linguistic
community will increasingly go its own way, on the road to a “soft separation,” or the Fribourg
canton will take advantage of its privileged position as a bilingual canton to capitalize on the
presence of two languages and two cultures and thereby increase communication between
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them. This too will not happen by itself, but will only occur through a voluntary political project.
Now that each community has its own identity, they are in principle in a good position to
communicate even more with each other, even more so given the fact that they have a
shared political cuiture.

The canton of Fribourg, as well as that of Valais, equally bilingual and with similar linguistic
proportions (one-third German speaking and two-thirds Francophone), have the good fortune
to have a long cultural tradition of muiticultural and inter-community skills thanks to the co-
presence of the two principal national languages and cultures. The two cantons, located at
the internal linguistic border, count a certain number of communes made up of various
proportions of one or the other linguistic communities. The two cantons constitute a veritable
laboratory of multiculturalism, illustrating in reality and by concrete action what inter-
community life can become when two linguistic and cultural communities are present in highly
variable proportions, situations and contexts. Intercultural experimentation takes place before
our eyes, in the absence of any scientist to conduct the tests, and this has been going on for
numerous decades, even centuries.

The numerous situations that have led to a pragmatic attitude in the management of
inter-community relations is also explained by factors such as cantonal and communal
autonomy, which affords the possibility of finding varied intercultural relationships even
among nearby or neighboring communities that have a similar inter-community makeup. This
is because each commune can define its linguistic and educational policy in a relatively
autonomous manner. This inter-community know-how has developed along the language
border but is nevertheless seldom studied and recognized, even by the Swiss. Here again we
find a difference between the political and journalistic definition of the language question
(frequently dramatized, sensationalized, and presented as if Switzerland was about to be
blown to pieces) and the picture of it that detailed social science research can offer.

Let us briefly examine the daily functioning of this inter-community know-how that has
developed on the border between the French and German languages in the cantons of Valais
and Fribourg and that could serve as a reference, or at least a source of inspiration, for all of
Switzerland and even for other multicultural countries.

On the whole, one is struck by the climate of goodwill that reigns in these communities.
Problems exist, differences and tensions emerge periodically, but the will to seek the least
inequitable solution is always there. The historical dimension plays a capital role because the
need to search for and find solutions has been present for decades, even centuries. Goodwill,
flexibility and pragmatism prevail, attitudes that run counter to the rigid attachment to principles
whose strict application frequently becomes a source of conflict. When historical experience
becomes the reference, a solution is near, while the unconditional defense of ideological
principles quickly engenders intolerance, immobility, and conflict.

In the multilingual communities of Fribourg canton, for example, the problematic areas
are always the same: education, the administration and political institutions in general. The
degree to which a commune is more or less completely bilingual is crucial, affecting the
possibility for children belonging to the minority community to study in their mother tongue, the
degree of bilingualism of the administration, and the place given the minority group in the
community’s social, cultural and political life in general. The degree of bilingualism itself
depends on the size of the minority, historical practice, the geolinguistic context, and the
proximity of the linguistic frontier. Factors other than purely linguistic ones also explain the
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more or less consensual or conflictive state of the relationship between linguistic communities.
These include the extent and speed of economic development and migration flows. Strong
economic development and a sudden rise in immigration can cause more problems (as is the
case in Marly and Courgevaux, but not in Villars-sur-Glane, which nevertheless has a similar
situation) than slower and more historically-rooted changes (Granges-Paccot, for example).
The proximity of lines of communication also play a determinant role. A community located
near a highway and relatively near to an urban center presents a definite attraction -- cheaper
land and the possibility to live in the country while working in the city. If a community also offers
the possibility of educating its children in either of several languages, its attraction becomes
even more powerful. In such a case, defensive reactions can happen suddenly, yet frequently
only after a certain delay.

The linguistic balance also depends on the extent to which the newly arrived linguistic
communities are open to adapting themselves. Newly arrived German speakers who do not
come from Fribourg and who therefore do not posses the inter-community historical know-how
that the “real” Fribourg citizens, German or French-speaking, have “in their blood” are
frequently turned into scapegoats, the root of all problems.

In three officially French-speaking communities, Courtaman, Courtepin, and Wallenried
(the latter nevertheless has a German-speaking majority, representing 54 percent of the
population), bilingualism is considered to function in an exemplary manner, with Courtaman the
best example. In this case, the linguistic proportions are also the most balanced (54 percent
French and 47 percent German speakers.) The town is located halfway between Morat and
Fribourg and is surrounded by communities that are both German and French-speaking. The
development of the two linguistic communities took place in a slow and balanced manner in the
course of recent history. This is contrary to the situation in Courgevaux, which has a conflictual
image and has experienced a brusque development and an immigration that is essentially
German speaking. The three communities have another advantage in that they are near to one
another and cooperate actively. This allows parents, for example, to educate their children in
the language of their choice as a result of the common school district to which they belong.
Concerning the Association of the Communities of the Lake District (seven members represent
the different regions of the district), its president is totally bilingual, debates are held 80 percent
in German while the written accounts of the meetings are in French. Meyriez represents
another interesting form of management. This community, officially Francophone even though
French speakers represent only 20 percent of the population, wants to remain officially French-
speaking. The debates in the Municipal Council are held in a German dialect, while the written
accounts are in French. The population is strongly attached to the French language,
considered an element of the village’s identity, the village being located next to the German-
speaking town of Morax. The Protestant parish of Meyriez, whose population is 70 percent
Protestant, is another original example of this linguistic cohabitation. Even if three-fourths of
the ecclesiastical community speaks German, the parish is Francophone. Two services are
celebrated in German and one in French each month. The ceremony on Holy Days is always
bilingual. The pastor begins his sermon in French and finishes it in German without translating
since the majority of the parishioners understand both languages. Each community sings in its
own language to a common melody, and the parishioners pray at the same time, but each one
in his or her language. Mixed marriages (from both the linguistic and religious point of view) are
common. In such cases the pastor carefully prepares his text so that both languages are given
the same importance. An anecdote reveals the image of such a bilingual service according to
some. One German-speaking Swiss woman thought that the pastor gave preference to French,
while a French-speaking woman remarked, “It was a German ceremony.”
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Regarding these bilingual subtleties, a remark heard in Courgevaux underlines the
necessity of adding a bilingual category to the French/German dichotomy. An invitation written
in both languages attracts both German and French-speaking bilinguals but rarely those that
speak only French, many of whom feel that bilingualism favors German speakers, a sentiment
that corresponds to reality because Francophones generally manifest less assiduity in learning
German.

Many are those who say that the cantonal authorities should support the communes that
include two linguistic communities so these can become even more bilingual. Many are also
those who point out that bilingualism tempers prejudices and xenophobia. German-speaking
immigrants in communities that have a French-speaking majority and that attended French
schools frequent play the role of intermediary between the two communities. It is interesting to
notice the behavioral subtleties of members of one community that have close links with people
from the other. In these situations, the German speakers are more sensitive to the minorities
while the Francophone minority understands better the attachment of the German-speaking
community to its dialects. In such cases Francophones are not opposed to learning
Schwyzerdutsch in school. Such a situation is not scandalous to them, and they emphasize the
necessity of learning the dialect in order to understand the Swiss German mentality and feel
what a German-speaker must feel if he had to speak Hochdeutsch (standard German) in every
situation of daily life. For them, asking Swiss Germans to speak Hochdeutsch systematically is
unrealistic, and they know that Swiss Germans cannot be asked to renounce a dialect that is in
fact their mother tongue. Some Francophones go as far as underlining that the German dialect
is an integral part of the Swiss cultural heritage. The French speakers who are bilingual have a
better sense of the difficulty that the German dialect represents for the monolingual
Francophone. This leads to another method of inter-community communication, the French-
speakers who do not speak the German dialect at least try to understand it, with each person
speaking in his or her own language. A Morat, seat of the bilingual district of the same name
where about 15 percent of the population speaks French, the difficulties are quickly blamed on
“people from the outside,” in this case the German speaking immigrants from the Bern canton.
Their influence is feared by both German and French speakers. The influence of these
immigrants is actually greater than is shown by the official figures because the owners of
country homes near Morat Lake are not included in the census. As in the Haut-Valais, one finds
Swiss Germans who say they do not like other German speakers. Animosities also exist
between the two traditional linguistic communities. In Morat, the French-speaking minority had
to fight to obtain a complete French-language curriculum. Until the 1960’s French-speaking
students had to attend secondary school in German. French speakers feel and say they are
unwelcome in certain clubs and associations. While German speakers describe themselves as
very satisfied, many French speakers say they feel the “power struggle” and must adapt. While
German speakers feel “we have already done enough for the French-speakers,” certain
Francophones believe the financial reasons evoked to oppose their demands are really just an

excuse.

Despite certain inevitable differences, everyone has the sense of a frontier culture, but
they have difficulty defining it. The culture developed as a result of inevitable everyday inter-
community interactions, interactions that wind up creating a particular mentality that makes
people feel “between the two” cultures. What in other places becomes opposition and exclusion
here becomes an enriching complementarity. The expression “the Rostis barrier” is not relevant
because it contradicts what people experience on a daily basis. This frontier culture is not
something that can be taken for granted. It must be produced and reproduced everyday. It
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supposes daily and reciprocal efforts, even if it is deeply rooted and forms part of the historical
tradition.

The canton of Fribourg seems to be at a turning point today. The linguistic issue has
taken added importance and the increasing tensions could rise to the surface from one moment
to the next. Without questioning for a single moment either its linguistic borders or its cultural
identities, it would be wise to recall that although the Swiss linguistic balance constitutes a solid
foundation of Switzerland, it also constitutes its weaknesses. The linguistic balance was
acquired through pragmatism, through a constant effort at comprehension, tolerance, and
flexibility and not through intransigence, mistrust and suspicion. Switzerland could avoid
reaching the situation that exists in Belgium, polarization on the language issue, a rationale of
systematic separation and a growing and reciprocal rejection of the other.

The cantons of Valais and Fribourg have the tremendous advantage of experiencing the
problems of inter-community relations on a daily basis and offering a varied and vast range of
concrete situations which have led to the search for and the resolution of even the most difficult
and inextricable problems. Switzerland as a whole would do well to better understand some of
these concrete cases in a thorough and detailed manner, given that only the most acute of the
problems that confront the two cantons are publicized and given media coverage. Certainly
there are conflicts and difficulties, but they represent an infinite part of the entire spectrum of
economic, social, cultural, political and linguistic realities. These realities are extremely rich,
surprising and stimulating and go hand in hand with the historic as well as the daily
cohabitation of the two linguistic communities.

We can recall here the difference in results, depending on whether they are based on
written sources such as the daily press or on the thorough studies carried out through active
observation. The former focus on problems and difficulties (the press is even accused of
creating them), while those who live in the communities where two languages are practiced are
concerned with solving these problems. It is here that the inter- community know-how is
developed and put into practice and that a veritable culture of intercultural practice is developed
on a daily basis.

Among the concrete measures to be taken in order to favor the development of
bilingualism and biculturalism, many underline the need to take steps with regard to early
education. The advocates of this method probably understand the weight that stereotypical
representations and prejudices towards the other community and the other language can have
among children. Since the authorities’ habitual exhortations in favor of bilingualism are rarely
followed by concrete acts, perhaps it would be better to set more modest objectives and try, for
example, to deal with the obstacles that prevent putting into practice the ritual appeals in favor
of bilingualism. One of the major obstacles is without doubt the stereotypical images and
representations of the other community and the other language. If the Other is no longer to be
an ideal scapegoat, inter-community cohabitation could become an exceptional chance for
cultural and linguistic openness and enrichment. The concrete and symbolic actions and
gestures towards the other community that we have studied can contribute much towards such
a change.

In closing, we hope that the long and patient research carried out on Switzerland’s
intercultural mosaic, certain aspects of which we have presented, shows that the virulent
debates surrounding “multiculturalism” cannot be resolved by theoretical coups d’etat and that
the problems are not purely linguistic or cultural. Instead, they simultaneously concern
questions of identity, communication, and politics. The wide variety of interactions observed
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between identity, intercultural communication and political culture should help to show that
sweeping generalizations must be avoided. The study of numerous, varied concrete cases of
the culture of the intercultural and inter-community know-how illustrate to what point the
phenomena of intercultural communication are profoundly political, because they elicit new and
fundamental criteria to describe current social and political behavior.




