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Political science

The political structure of the Swiss Confederation (1)

A Semi-Direct Democracy

On 22 March this year the Swiss Parliament approved the law en-
abling Swiss citizens living abroad to vote by post from some time
next year. This is the first of a series of articles aimed at familiarising
you with the Swiss state and its history and institutions and explain-
ing how it functions.

The Swiss Confederation is a
state, i.e. a permanent associ-
ation of people of a specific area
under a supreme authority. Al-
though many of us may now
think this is something to be
taken for granted, it must not be
forgotten that it was by no means
always so and that the Confede-
rates had to fight hard for it.

A brief stroll through

the centuries

When the men of Uri, Schwyz
and Unterwalden came together
on the Riitli meadow in 1291 to
swear their «everlasting alliance»
they had no idea that they were
laying the foundations of what
was to become the Swiss Con-
federation. The original aim of
the alliance was only to join to-
gether to protect their sovereign-
ty against the territorial claims of
the Habsburg dynasty and to set-
tle internal disputes themselves
without the intervention of out-
side judges.

(Graphic: Hugo Bossard)

Subsequently other localities —
valley communities and towns —
joined the alliance, which by
1513 had grown into the Con-
federation of the Thirteen Can-
tons. The foremost purpose of
this loose federation of states
was the joint defence of their in-
dependence and the conquest of
new territories. But for a long
time internal  disagreements
among the aristocratic town and
the democratic rural cantons and
between the Protestant and Catho-
lic cantons prevented their own
common policy being forged.
Only under Napoleon at the be-
ginning of the 19th century did
the loose federation of states be-
come a unitary state (the Helve-
tic Republic), which, however,
collapsed after the fall of the
French Emperor.

The decisive step from a loose
federation of states to a federal
state did not take place until
1848, following the victory of the
Protestant, liberal cantons over

the conservative Catholic can-
tons which had come out in
favour of the old Confederation.
In 1848 a single federal consti-
tution was adopted by plebiscite.
Not many years afterwards — in
1874 — it underwent a complete
revision. Since then it has been
constantly adapted to circum-
stances and since 1967 work on a
total revision of our constitution
has been going on.

Democracy

Under the federal constitution
Switzerland is a republic, in con-
trast to a monarchy in which in
principle only a single ruler and a
small section of the people make
the final decisions. Republics are
all non-monarchical types of
state, including democracies.
Thus, in Switzerland decisions
can be made either by direct
democracy (by voting at the
open-air gatherings known as
Landsgemeinden or at the pol-
ling booth) or through the system
of representative democracy. In
the former system the electorate
votes directly to decide material
questions or choose their exe-
cutive authorities and in the latter
this is done through represent-
atives elected by the people. The
present-day Confederation is a
semi-direct democracy, ie. a
combination of both systems (see
forthcoming article).

Federalism

The Confederation is also a
three-tier federal state (see box).
Unlike centralised states, in
which decisions are usually
made by the central government,
the federal state is regarded as a
community of partners which,
although recognising a central
government, also wish to retain
their individuality as far as possi-
ble.

Present-day Switzerland consists
of 26 sovereign cantons and half
cantons. The federal structure al-
lows them a considerable degree

of freedom of decision and
administrative autonomy. Before
the creation of the federal state in
1848 the cantons were respon-
sible for all functions which be-
long to a state proper. Now, al-
though subordinate to the federal
government, they carry out-all

In its next issue the «Swiss
Revue» will deal with the ap-
portionment of duties between
the federal government, the
cantons and the communes.

the duties of a state which are not
expressly reserved to the fed-
eral authorities, i.e. the central
government. Thus each canton
also has its own constitution and
its own laws.
However, the federal government
as the uppermost tier may only
exercise the powers expressly
transferred to it under the federal
constitution (and thus by the
people and the cantons).
Unlike the cantons, the more
than 3000 communes, which
make up the third tier, cannot be
described as states. Nevertheless,
they are not mere administrative
districts subordinate to the can-
tons but also have their own auto-
nomy and spheres of activity.
Within this autonomy they are
free to legislate to meet regional
and local needs.
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