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German Swiss and French Swiss:

Clichés and Realities

«ROsti rift», «dominated Western Switzerland» - hackneyed catch-
phrases, that rather than having an objective value are slogans
tinged with a bad after-taste. Michel Egger of the weekly magazine
«Construire» has discussed this with Peter Tschopp, Dean of the
Faculty of Economic and Social Sciences in Geneva, who emigra-
ted to Western Switzerland when he was 20.

One says, Western Switzer-

land is choked by German

Swiss Imperialism...
This is exaggerated. It seems to
me that two elements have
geared the discussion about de-
pendence. On the one hand, the
fate of the French Swiss industry
had to lean more and more on Ger-
man Swiss partners, on the other
hand the organisational system of
the Swiss Banks implies that de-
cisions are made in Zurich and
Basel. One ought not to forget the
important traditional migration
of the German Swiss to the «Ro-
mandie». Besides, the integration
goes very quickly. Consequently,
the first generation is bi-lingual,
the second generation no longer.
| believe, that the problem in rea-
lity lies elsewhere, probably in
the «splendid isolation» which
the «Romandie» nurtures. Many
French Swiss living in German
Switzerland feel they are living in
exile, especially in Zurich. That is
why | would not speak of domina-
tion but rather of non-communi-
cation. They take no notice of
each other.

You acknowledge therefore

that there is a rift between the

two communities ?
No. With these stories about rifts
one must be careful. When one is
sensitive to these problems, one
realises that they do not only
preoccupy the French Swiss but
also all the German Swiss who,
with regard to the center of the re-
gion around Zurich, live on the
periphery, for instance the people

from Aargau. Geneva does not
suffer because of Zurich. Perhaps
politically a little, considering the
predominance of Zurich at the
level of political life and lobbies.

Peter Tschopp (Photo: Erling Mandelmann)

Geneva has found her own way to
open herself to the world in a role
as an international turn-table
which allows her to turn her back
on Zurich. The more the means of
communication develop the more
the distance between Zurich and
Geneva seems to become. Once
again comes across the idea of
isolation which | prefer to the idea
of a rift. When a Genevan goes to
Zurich he goes because he must
and he goes there with the only
thought to be able to return home
in the evening because he is con-
vinced — actually unjustly — that
there is nothing to do in Zurich in
the evenings. But when he goes
to Paris, then he always arranges

it so that he can spend the night
there. In short: the real problem
lies in the polarisation around cer-
tain metropolises. And when, as |
believe, in approximately 100
years, Geneva will become the
most powerful city in Switzer-
land, the people from Neuchatel
and the Valais will complain just
as much against Geneva as they
do today against Zurich.
How do you interpret the sys-
tematic revaluation of the
Swiss German and the break-
through of the English lan-
guage?
The revival of the dialect apper-
tains to the cultural federalism
that is so strong in our country,
as well as the love for the old and
the regional archaeology. The
wave can especially be felt in
schools and in the media. English
does not make the matter any
lighter. Also when bi-lingualism is
possible, tri-lingualism exceeds
the adaptability of the population.
It is obvious that the predomi-
nance of English forces all per-
sons with higher education to
learn it. Even at the University we
are regularly confronted with this
problem. As the German Swiss
understands too little French to be
able to follow and vice versa the
French Swiss too little German,
the outcome is English.

Do you recognise different
ways of living in Western Swit-
zerland and in the German
part? How to depict them?
It is rather difficult to distinguish
between them. Generally seen,
the political, economic and social
system in the language regions is
the same. The difference lies ra-
ther in the cultural environment,
in the way one tackles the every-
day life and work. The French
Swiss are certainly more indivi-
dualistic. The social tie, which is
doubtless just as important as it is
in the German part, expresses it-
self in another way. The French
Swiss does not want to be consid-
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ered as somebody who could be
moulded into a form. He always
claims an individual handling
which, every now and again, is
more a semblance than reality.

Even if the hierarchies are import-
ant, they are not made a fuss
about in Western Switzerland. In
Geneva for example, the manager
of a large Bank wanted his office
on the second floor and the one of
his co-worker directly above him,
an absolutely legitimate decision
if one knows the structure of the
building. This did not prevent his
making every effort to obtain the
permission from his superiors in
Zurich. They could not under-
stand that a manager would agree
to be directly under the feet of his
right-hand man. This indivi-
dualism contributes to the fact
that the French Swiss is less
politically conscious than the Ger-
man Swiss and that he does not
let himself so easily be mobilised.

Does one also notice dif-
ferences in the spirit of en-
terprise?
| would say that the German
Swiss are more methodical and

systematic in their procedure. If
they have found something, they
are proud of it and they fight to
the end. Whereas French Swiss
enterprises are alive with ideas,

which are however seldom
brought to a conclusion. Here it is
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not a question of dilettantism, it
seems as if for the French Swiss
it is only necessary to be sure of
the quality of his ideas, as if he
would be ashamed to exploit
them. The proceeding seems to
be less planned and the marketing
is much less painstaking and ag-
gressive than in the enterprises on
the other side of the River Saane.

Does this serious character ex-
plain the fact that numerous
German Swiss occupy supe-
rior posts in French Swiss en-
terprises?
| believe that one must distinguish
between the problems. This as-
sessment is correct for relatively
large enterprises, which often are
branches of German Swiss com-
panies. Because the administra-
tion is in the German part, from
time to time someone is sent to
the French part to make a career.
However, the French Swiss do
not need to envy the German
Swiss as regards the educational
level. On the other side however,
they have the tendency to try to
stand on their own feet and to
make themselves independent.

Does the French Swiss identify
himself less on the political
level with the State than the
German Swiss?
That is correct. The French Swiss
is much more federalist than na-
tionalist. In Geneva for instance
the patriotic and folkloristic mani-
festations are very strong. | be-
lieve it is the only Swiss Canton
where each year on the 1st of
June the anniversary of the ad-
mission of Geneva into the Confe-
deration is celebrated.
The municipality and the suburbs
are also very important units,
which have very strong individual
existences. That means, it is
natural that the French Swiss is
touchy about manifestations of
foreign power, because he justly
considers himself as a minority.
He reacts impetuously if one dic-

tates to him not to drive over 80 or
120 km per hour and to use the
safety belt. This does not prevent
him from respecting these norms.
| am always astonished to notice
that the number of drivers who

drive faster than 130 km per hour
between Berne and Zurich is signi-
ficantly higher than between Lau-
sanne and Geneva.

French and German Swiss are
more and more turning their
backs on each other. What
should one do to bring them
closer to each other?
| believe that it is in the small and
practical things, where in the long
run the best results may be
achieved. One has now published
a whole series of articles, com-
pilations and books. One writes,
one makes statements, but this
does not change anything and in
the end will tire everyone. | think
one should intensify the exchange
between school-classes. Then
the Radio and TV should ex-
change programs. Also the
newspapers on their side should
not any longer treat the program
of the other language secretively.

Do you believe that German

Switzerland has enough re-

spect for the minorities ?
Surely respect for minorities
exist; on this the whole political



system of the Federation is built.
However | believe that the manner
to show this respect has to fit into
the general social development. |
have the impression that at times
German Switzerland behaves stu-
pidly and is lacking in respect
against the minorities, without
being conscious of it.

A typical example is the cancella-
tion of the financial help of the
Confederation to Cointrin, the air-
port at Geneva. It is much worse,
as it does not only concern Ge-
neva, but the whole of Western
Switzerland. The missing tact
shows as well in untranslatable
expressions such as «Ordnungs-
politische Postulate» in order to
define the ideological foundations
of our society.

The same goes for the large com-
munities of interest. If one has
such a power, one should dare,
from time to time, to refrain from

self-justifying enquiries and try to
get to know other opinions than
those of their own members. In
short, politeness is lacking if one
steps on somebody’s feet. The
elephant sometimes does not
realise where he puts his feet.

If the German Swiss Parlia-
mentarians obviously don’t
listen to their French Swiss
colleagues, who are on the
Rostrum, is that also a lack of
respect?
This upsets me less, because
Politics has more to do with
power relations than with re-
spect. What seems more import-
ant to me is the gap between the
decisions which are taken in
Berne or Zurich, the economic
Metropolis, and their real effects
in Western Switzerland. The
French Swiss seem to be less
rapidly informed about events at

the federal level than the German
Swiss. Of course, on the next day
he finds all the news he wants in
his newspaper. But, evidently,
this is not enough to penetrate
into his consciousness; if some-
times he realises the consequen-
ces of a decision only 6 months la-
ter, his reaction can be violent:
«How could they dare?»

Why this delay ?
| have the impression that the
French Swiss reads his
newspaper differently from a Ger-
man Swiss. The French Swiss
prefers the dream, the contempla-
tion, he filters the flood of in-
formation more, whereas the Ger-
man Swiss is more methodical
and conscientious. He «studies»
the newspaper, the Romand
«skims over it», except when
professional reasons require more
attention. ®
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