Zeitschrift: Swiss review : the magazine for the Swiss abroad
Herausgeber: Organisation of the Swiss Abroad

Band: 21 (1994)

Heft: 3

Artikel: Language and religion : language diversity grows - church attendance
sinks

Autor: Rusconi, Giuseppe

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-906770

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 20.02.2026

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-906770
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

trying to achieve: namely, ideal building
blocks in the sense of a patchwork or
lego game.

Scarcity of examples

But patchwork has to be very carefully
sewn together, and a lego game requires
concentrated effort. The new family
form has to respect different emotional
worlds, spatial claims, educational prin-
ciples. These experiments in living have
few past examples to build upon. With
the exception of Christiane Brunner, last
year’s candidate to the Federal Council,
scarcely any prominent Swiss citizen
has departed from the traditional small
family unit. In addition, there are as yet
no statistics, since no official book-
keeping has been carried out about the
number of successful and unsuccessful
follow-on families. “We know more
about hen houses than we know about
families”, Ruth Rutmann, head of the
Education Division of Pro Juventute
Switzerland, told a newspaper inter-
viewer. Estimates based on figures from
neighbouring countries would suggest
that about 20% of the Swiss population
is involved in these new family forms.
What actually is a family? Pro Juven-
tute has worked out the following defi-
nition: “A family exists when adults
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live together with children and young
people in a responsible and caring way
with the intention of permanence”. The
meaning is as simple as it is plausible: it
is not the form but the quality that
counts. A family is where you feel at
home.

Only 200 years old

After all, the small or basic family — the
institution on which so much value has
been laid — has only existed for the last
200 years. So the family is
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dissolution of this form of domestic
life. The econ-omic community was
replaced by one based on emotion. The
sentiments of privacy and intimacy
which are typical of the modern family
arose from this development. But it also
had its dark side: while professional life
outside the home and political activity
were re-served for men, women were
restricted to the family.

The position of women in society has
changed and is still changing, and fami-
ly reality will follow in its wake. L]
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Language diversity grows —
church attendance sinks

For the first time in Swiss history, non-national lan-
guages (at 8.9%) have overtaken Italian (7.6%). This is
one of the central linguistic facts to emerge from the
1990 census. As to religion, the number of people not
belonging to any denomination has sharply increased.

he census shows that within the total

population of Switzerland — includ-
ing Swiss and resident foreigners —
significant changes have taken place in
the language sphere. This is mainly due
to three distinct factors.

The first is that the number of immi-
grants from traditional European coun-
tries of origin has dropped, and some of
those who immigrated previously have
been naturalised — particularly in Ger-
man-speaking Switzerland. This is one
reason for the 2.2% drop in the propor-

tion of people claiming Italian as their
mother tongue. The fact that Italian has
ebbed outside its traditional language
area is because for very many second or
third generation Italian immigrants it is
no longer their mother tongue. But the
census nevertheless shows that 14.5% of
Switzerland’s population are able to
speak Italian.

The second factor is that the propor-
tion of foreign residents from other
European and non-European countries
has gone up. Compared with 1980, the

share of those who speak non-national
languages has increased by 2.9%.
Turkish and Serbo-Croat speakers ac-
count for most of this rise.

Thirdly, 10.9% of the resident popu-
lation claim they speak English, al-
though only 0.9% are native speakers.
The former is a category which is in-
creasing not only in Switzerland but
also internationally. It is no coincidence
that a survey of young people recently
made shows that in the French and Ger-
man language areas English is the
preferred foreign language — although in
Ticino French and German are ranked
above it. Worries voiced by some people
suggest that English may soon become
the language in which Swiss from differ-
ent ends of the country will be best
able to communicate — particularly if
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the German speakers continue to prefer
their dialect to high German. This will
have serious consequences not only for
[talian, but for all three official national
languages.

Dialect gaining popularity

In  German-speaking  Switzerland,
dialect has grown in importance. In-
deed, 66.4% of German speakers claim
that they speak only dialect. It may easi-
ly be understood that this is a source of
anxiety for the minorities who speak the
Romance languages: these learn high
German at school but in practice are
confronted with dialect incomprehen-
sible to them. Politically speaking, this
attitude on the part of the German
speakers may be explained by a desire
to maintain their distinction from Ger-
many, which is still widely considered
to be “potentially dangerous”. But at the
pan-European level it can easily be in-
terpreted as yet another symptom of iso-
lationism.

The only national language which
has made inroads, though slight, is
French — but this is probably because of
the strict application of the principle of
“linguistic territory”. The Romansh lan-
guage is still declining. About 0.9%
of the resident population — or just

Resident population by
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66,000 people — claim to speak it fluent-
ly.

Flight from the churches

As to religion, the number of people
who do not belong to a denomination
has increased substantially, and there is
a definite trend away from the estab-
lished churches. Between 1980 and 1990,
the number of people not practising reli-
gion doubled to 7.4%. Of particular
significance is the number of such
people in the cities of Basle (34.5%) and
Geneva (18.97%). The reformed
churches have suffered more from this
phenomenon (down 4.3%) than the Ro-
man Catholics (down 1.4%). The latter
have benefited from the large number of
immigrants from Italy, Spain and Portu-
gal. It is also possible that the greater
solidarity which reigns amongst Roman
Catholics may have played a positive
role.

The decline of the established
churches has been accompanied by growth
in the so-called free Christian and non-
Christian communities. There has been
an increase in the number of Orthodox
and Muslim believers, whose share in
the resident population has risen three-
fold and now amounts to about 160,000.
It will probably continue growing.
Giuseppe Rusconi il
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