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Turnout, Stability,
and the Left-Right Dimension

Dusan Sidjanski

By American standards, Swiss election campaigns are low-key, and the
1979 campaign was no more conspicuous than most. Nevertheless, it
was distinctive in several ways. For one thing, the parties gave more
attention than usual to the content of their platforms and made
greater efforts to see that voters read them. The Social Democrats
(SPS) stressed the need for a socialist system in Switzerland, the
Radicals (FDP) their wish to restrict state involvement in the economy
while retaining social reforms. The Christian Democratic party (CVP),
the “dynamic center,” proposed spending reductions and an increase
in training, health, and youth employment programs. And the Liberal
party (LPS) advocated individual initiative and responsibility as well
as restricted state intervention, while some prominent Liberals like
Monique Bauer-Lagier and Jean-Francois Aubert spoke for environ-
mental protection.

Despite the parties’ emphasis on their platforms and the con-
sequent trend toward polarization of left and right, the apathy that
has long beset the Swiss electorate continued: turnout fell from 52.4
percent in 1975 to 48.0 percent in 1979. The pattern in 1979 varied
from canton to canton. Fribourg and Schaffhausen saw slight in-
creases in voter participation: Fribourg’s turnout rose from 47.6 per-
cent in 1975 to 48.9 percent in 1979, and thanks to a series of
administrative measures Schaffhausen had the highest turnout in the
country, 75.1 percent in 1979, up from 74.1 percent in 1975. Electoral
participation was also higher than average in Ticino (59.6 percent) and
Valais (65.7 percent) but showed a slight decline since the last election

The author wishes to express his thanks to the Swiss National Fund for Scientific
Research for its grant for the 1976 Swiss survey and to Eugene Horber who
helped analyze the data and construct some of the tables for this study.
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in Valais, despite an unusual, hotly contested race. In the larger
cantons, too, participation declined: by 4.5 points in Bern, 4.2 points in
Zurich, 8.3 points in Saint Gall, 7.8 points in Geneva, 6.3 points in
Vaud, and so on. Only a few small cantons, suddenly offered greater
choice than in the past, saw an increase in voter turnout: Uri (56.2
percent, up from 47.3 percent in 1975), Obwalden (42.3 percent,
double the 21.2 percent of 1975), and Nidwalden (59.7 percent, up
from 38.9 percent in 1975).) The canton of Jura, which was par-
ticipating in a federal election for the first time, had a turnout of
58.6 percent.” One study summed it up this way:

The increase in campaign expenditures, particularly heavy in
the last two weeks, was unable to stem a growing trend
toward abstention. If one can believe the studies done on the
formation of opinion, 60 percent of the voters had already
made up their minds more than two weeks before the elec-
tion. Only 10 percent of the voters switched, and of this
number, more than half did so before the final stretch. Only
a few people, all of them party supporters, knew their party’s
slogans. It should also be pointed out that the bourgeois gov-
ernment parties were more successful than the SPS at mobil-
izing their supporters.®

The Problem of Switzerland’s Turnout

Low and declining turnout is nothing new in Switzerland, although
the trend has been accentuated in the last few years. According to
Jean-Frangois Aubert, voter turnout for all federal balloting (elec-
tions, referendums, and initiatives) averaged 58 percent between 1880
and 1913, and 61 percent between 1914 and 1944. After that it
declined—to 54 percent for the period 1945 to 1959, 43 percent for
1960 to 1969, and 42 percent for 1970 to 1977. Aubert writes:

In all of our history we have exceeded 80 percent turnout on
only five out of nearly 200 Sundays of referendums: in 1872
and 1874 for revisions of the constitution; in 1922 for the
capital gains tax; and in 1933 and 1935 for the economic
policies of the depression. The last large turnouts were for
the referendum on the AVS, the obligatory General Pension

! Dominique von Bur, “Nos députés ne représentent plus la majorité...” [Our
deputies no longer represent the majority], Tribune de Genéve, October 22, 1979.

2 These figures are taken from L'Annuaire statistique suisse, 1980 [Swiss statisti-
cal annual, 1980] (Bern: Federal Statistics Bureau, 1980), p. 541.

3 L’Année politique suisse, 1979 [The Swiss political year, 1979] (Bern: Center for
Swiss Political Research, University of Bern, 1980).
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THE LEFT-RIGHT DIMENSION

TABLE 4-1

Drscussion oF Poritics i THE UNITED STATES
AND WEsTERN EUurorE, 1973-1976

(percent)

Country Often Sometimes Seldom Never
Austria 12.6 31.6 30.7 25.1
Denmark 13.5 29.6 30.8 26.1
Finland 14.6 36.0 311 18.4
Ttaly 15.0 21.8 21.5 41.7
Netherlands 16.5 35.2 273 21.0
Switzerland 15.5 33.1 31.1 20.3
United Kingdom 15.8 30.8 23.5 30.0
United States 27.4 37.3 24.2 11.1

SurVEY QuEsTION: How often do you discuss politics with other people?

Source: Political Action: An Eight-Nation Study, 1973-1976 (Cologne: Central-
Archive, University of Cologne, 1979), p. 163.

Fund (nearly 80 percent) and for the antiforeigner initiatives
in 1970 and 1974 (74 and 70 percent). In 1977 the abortion
issue attracted only 51 percent of the citizens and the civil
service question 38 percent. But then a referendum on
forestry legislation that would leave a lasting mark on our
country brought out 38 percent of the voters, and that was
in1897.% ‘

Voter turnout is not much higher in the United States than it is
in Switzerland, and analysts have wondered what low turnout means
in both countries. To shed light on this question, they have examined
other evidence of the electorate’s interest and participation in politics
—how attentive people are to newspapers and the broadcast media,
for example, how much time they spend discussing politics and trying
to persuade others to their point of view, how often they go to political
meetings or contact politicians or work in campaigns. By all these

~measures, participation in Switzerland is relatively high—and com-
parable to that in Western democracies like Great Britain, West
Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, and Finland. Moreover, the United
States comes out ahead by all of these measures of political participa-
tion with the exception of attendance at political meetings (see table
4-1), and the Swiss are second only to the Americans in the amount
4 Jean-Frangois Aubert, Exposé des institutions politiques de la Suisse & partir de

quelques affaires controversées [An account of the political institutions of Switzer-
land in the light of several controversies] (Lausanne: Payot, 1979), pp. 264-65.
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TABLE 4-2

Poriticar Activism 1N T UNITED STATES
AND Eurorg, 1973-1976

(percent)

Country Often Sometimes Seldom Never
Austria 2.4 3.0 6.9 87.7
Denmark 2.4 59 12.6 79.0
Finland 2.6 4.1 6.0 87.3
Ttaly 2.5 4.2 5.9 87.4
Netherlands 0.9 2.3 5.8 91.0
Switzerland 3.0 7.3 13.4 76.3
United Kingdom 1.4 3.9 3.0 92.2
United States 2.3 12.0 15.3 70.4

Survey Question: How often do you spend time working for a political party or
candidate?

Source: Political Action, pp. 168-69,

of time they spend working for political parties or candidates (see
table 4-2). As in other Western democracies, in Switzerland the
overall political participation of women is lower than that of men and
varies, as does men’s, according to age, education, and income. On the
other hand, there are no significant differences in the levels of par-
ticipation of urban and rural Swiss or French-speaking and German-
speaking Swiss.

The same variables that affect political participation generally
also affect electoral turnout. Jacques Nicola has found that abstention
is relatively high among Swiss between twenty and thirty years old or
over seventy, among those who do not belong to any professional
organization, among those with low education and income, and among
unskilled and semiskilled workers. Abstention is highest among
women with only a primary education. In addition, controlling for
three factors—knowledge, satisfaction, and efficacy—brings out the
importance of the individual’s sense of efficacy: 80 percent of the '
men who believed their vote made a difference said they had gone to
the polls both in 1967 and in 1971, whereas half of the men who
considered voting futile had abstained twice. Findings like these
suggest that a psychological approach is an essential ingredient of any
sociological explanation of low turnout.?

5 Dusan Sidjanski and others, Les Suisses et la politique: enquéte sur les attitudes

d’électeurs suisses [Switzerland and politics: inquiry into the attitudes of Swiss
voters] (Bern: Lang, 1975), pp. xi and xxi.
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TABLE 4-3

PARTICIPATION IN THE 1967 AND 1971 FeperaL ELECTIONS,
BY SEX AND PARTY PREFERENCE

Men, 1967 and 1971

Women, 1971

Party Voted Voted Abstained

Preference  twice once  twice N Voted Abstained N
PDA and SPS 71 13 16 (120) 55 45 (143)
LDU 71 15 15 (34) 68 32 (38)
FDPand LPS 75 15 10 (93) 58 42 (129)
CVP and PICS 78 10 13 (136) 63 37 (146)
SVP 89 7 4 (57) 65 35 (68)

Note: The 1971 federal elections were the first in which Swiss women voted.

Source: Survey conducted by the department of political science of the University
of Geneva under direction of Henry Kerr between December 1975 and May 1976
(hereafter cited as 1976 Swiss survey).

According to the same survey, the rate of abstention for the
whole population was 40 percent in 1971, 38 percent for German and
Italian Swiss but 49 percent for French Swiss. In 1979 the rate of
abstention was more than ten points above the national average in
the French-speaking cantons (Geneva, Vaud, and Neuchatel) where
in Fribourg and Bern abstention was slightly under the national aver-
age and in Valais and Jura more than ten points below the national
average. Returning to the 1972 survey data and the question of
sex, one finds a striking difference between men’s participation and
women’s participation in the first federal elections after the enfran-
chisement of women: 60 percent of those surveyed reported that
they had voted—72 percent of the men but only 49 percent of the
women.® (Since the actual turnout in 1971 was 56.9 percent, turnout
among women was probably slightly higher than the survey sug-
gests.) Abstention of male voters had a mildly adverse effect on the
left and the Independents party (LDU) in 1971; the abstention of
women damaged the left and to a lesser degree the Radical and Liberal
parties (see table 4-3).7 Since 1971 turnout generally has continued
to decline, but the difference between men and women has narrowed.
The turnout rate for the electorate as a whole fell from 56.9 percent
in 1971 to 52.4 percent in 1975 and 48 percent in 1979. In 1976,

6 Ibid., p. 90.

7 Jacques Nicola, “L’abstentionnisme en Suisse’” [Abstentionism in Switzerland],
in Sidjanski and others, Les Suisses et la politique, p. 194,
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TABLE 4-4
PARTICIPATION IN THE FEDERAL ELECTIONS OF OCTOBER 26, 1975, BY SEX
(percent)
Total Sample
Men Women % N
Voted 61 46 53 (739)
Did not vote 38 54 46 (640)
N (690) (702)

Norte: Thirteen persons responded “don’t know.” This is approximately 1 percent
of the 1,392 respondents interviewed,

SOURCE: 1976 Swiss survey.

53 percent of those interviewed in one survey said they had voted
in the federal elections of 1975, and 46 percent said they had not;
the figures for men and women were 61 percent and 46 percent
respectively (see table 4-4).® Male abstention was distributed evenly
among the three major parties and the People’s party (SVP), but
female abstention was considerably lower among Radical party sup-
porters than among any other group (see table 4-5). Indeed, the
FDP had a clear and unexpected advantage in its high turnout rate
among both men and women. Low turnout among women hurt the
Social Democrats, the Christian Democrats, and above all the SVP:
only 41 percent of women SVP supporters went to the polls in 1975,
whereas 71 percent of male SVP supporters voted. In principle, then,
an increase in male voter participation would not affect the major
parties at all, but an increase in female participation would tend to
favor the Socialists, the Christian Democrats, and especially the SVP.

Many explanations have been offered for Switzerland’s high
rate of abstention. One is the frequency of elections, which some
claim tires out the voters and lessens their interest. The citizens are
called to the polls an average of five times a year for referendums or
elections at the federal level, and the cantons and communes hold
additional elections and referendums. Another explanation is the per-
ceived complexity of political matters. Thirty-nine percent of Swiss

8 This survey, which will be cited hereafter as the 1976 Swiss survey, was spon-
sored by the Swiss National Fund for Scientific Research. It used a random sample
of 1,392 individuals and was conducted between December 1975 and May 1976 by
the department of political science of the University of Geneva under the direction
of Henry Kerr. Some of the data have been published in Political Action: An

Ez’gh)t—Nafion Study, 1973-1976 (Cologne: Central Archive, University of Cologne,
1979).
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TABLE 4-5
ParTY PREFERENCE AND ABSTENTION IN 1975, BY SEX
Party Preference Rate O_f
of Total Sample Abstention
among
Men Women Partisans, 1975
Party % N % N Men Women
None 14 (93) 14 (101) 62 77
LDU 6 (41) 4 (25) 34 40
SVP 7 (45) 6 (41) 27 59
CcvPp 9 (63) 9 (64) 29 42
FDP 16 (110) 11 (50) 29 28
SPS 24 (164) 16 (112) 29 38
Don’t know 9 (63) 23 (159) 71 72
Total 100 (690) 100 (702) 38 54

Nortes: This table records the responses to two questions included in the 1976
Swiss survey. Question 32 asked whether or not respondents had participated in
the 1975 federal election. Question 30 asked respondents to state their party
preference during that election. “Don’t know” responses account for the columns
that do not total 100 percent on that question.

Parties with Ns less than 5 were not retained.
SOURCE: 1976 Swiss survey.

respondents interviewed in 1976 “strongly agreed” that political
matters were complex, more than in any other of the eight nations
surveyed, and an additional 31 percent “agreed,” while only 30 per-
cent “disagreed.” * It is also worth noting that more than 63 percent
of the Swiss electorate feel that voting is not the only way that people
can have a say in how the government runs things; also that interest
in politics generally is low. Twenty-five percent of those surveyed
said they were not interested in politics at all, and fully 38 percent
expressed only a slight interest (the comparable figures for the United
States are 9 percent and 22 percent).

Meanwhile, satisfaction with life in general and trust in gov-
ernment are high. According to one survey, 87.6 percent of Swiss
voters indicated that they were “satisfied’”” or “completely satisfied”
with their life on the whole (as did 80.0 percent of Americans and
67.8 percent of Italians), and 76 percent said they trusted the govern-

9 For a discussion of the Swiss people’s satisfaction with government, see Political
Action, pp. 9-10; political interest, pp. 16-17; views on the complexity of govern-
ment, pp. 176-77; and trust in government, pp. 184-85.
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ment “almost always” or “most of the time” (as did 35 percent of
Americans and 14 percent of Italians)."® When it is coupled with the
frequency of elections and with the public’s lack of interest in politics
and sense that the issues are complex, this widespread trust in gov-
ernment makes Switzerland’s turnout intelligible. In the end, it is
probably the Swiss electorate’s particular combination of negative and
positive attitudes toward government and society that best explains
why turnout is low.

The Swiss public’s trust in government is reinforced by two
characteristics of the Swiss political system: stability and the absence
of an effective opposition. Since 1947 there has been little change in
the electoral strength of the political parties. Moreover, the com-
position of the federal executive body has not changed since 1959:
for more than twenty years the Federal Council has comprised two
Radicals, two Social Democrats, two Christian Democrats, and one
member of the People’s party (before 1971, the Farmers, Artisans,
and Burghers party). These four parties took 81.6 percent of the
votes and 169 out of 200 seats in the National Council in the 1979
election. As a result, it could be said of Switzerland—and of no
other Western democracy—that elections do not directly affect the
party composition of the federal executive. A weak opposition is
simply incapable of overturning and replacing a government founded
on cooperation among the three major parties,

1979 Election Results: Continued Stability

Since the Second World War, the Swiss electorate has been character-
ized by remarkable stability, and the balance of forces between the
parties has barely fluctuated (see table 4-6). The largest party,
the Swiss Social Democrats, enjoyed the support of more than 26 per-
cent of the electorate until 1963; its strength fell below 24 percent
in the 1967 elections and reached a low of 22.8 percent in 1971 before
climbing back over the 24 percent mark in 1975. During the last
forty years, support for the Radicals, the second largest party, has
fluctuated between 20.8 percent and 24.1 percent, and the Christian
Democrats have hovered between 20.8 percent and 23.4 percent
except in 1939, when they dropped to 17 percent. The fourth largest
party, the People’s party, has stayed between 9.9 percent and 12.6
percent, again with the exception of 1939, when it took 14.7 percent.
By this standard, the Independents party, which burst onto the political
scene in 1935 with seven deputies in Zurich, Bern, and Saint Gall,

10 Tbid, pp. 184-85.
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TABLE 4-7

DisTRIBUTION OF THE VOTE IN NATIONAL COUNCIL Erecrions,
BY CANTON AND PARTY, 1975 AND 1979

(percent)
5PS FDP cvp svp LDU

Canton 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979
Zurich 239 26,5 18.5 224 9.4 9.7 11.3 144 156 11.2
Bern 31.0 30.5 17.6 18.0 5.3 2.5 271 31.5 4.7 3.1
Lucerne 134 12,5 291 31.7 50.1 50.5 —_ —_ 5.3 —
Uri — 23.0 76.0 39.0 18.6 34.9 —_ —_ e —_—
Schwyz 29.3 226 21.3 28.0 464 49.4 3.0 — — —_
Obwalden — e s e @7 OEF e e e
Nidwalden — 10.6 — 39.0 97.6 49.5 —_ = = —
Glarus 647 — — 144 — —~ — §18 — —
Zug 35.7 309 231 328 39.4 34.1 —_— —_ —_ —_
Fribourg 25.7 307 221 23.0 469 39.9 43 64 — @ —
Solothurn 314 28B4 387 390 260 276 — — ==
Basel City 333 333 114 141 121 139 —_ — 9.9 7.6
Basel Country 30.3 314 239 267 13.3 11.5 10.6 10.5 11.2 7.8
Schaffhausen 37.2 353 40.1 32.3 — - — 211 166 —
Appenzell-Outer

Rhodes? 401 — 458 — M1 — — — -
Appenzell-Inner

Rhodes = == e GRS o7 s . .
Saint Gall 151 18.0 25.1 27.6 43.3 44.1 — —_ 8.0 8.2
Graubiinden 152 20.5 181 22.9 359 354 269 212 — @ —
Aargau 242 27.7 17.7 20.5 207 22.5 12.8 13.9 6.6 5.5
Thurgau 21.6 224 144 16.9 223 246 251 26.5 6.6 5.3
Ticino 139 15.2 39.1 36.3 357 34,1 —_ 2.3 —_ —_
Vaud 27.6 249 25.6 27.1 4.6 51 8.0 6.8 1.6 0.8
Valais 17.4 11.6 18.9 227 59.7 58.8 —_ —_ —_ —_—
Neuchétel 389 374 224 206 — — — — . 48
Geneva 226 21.5 16.6 14.7 14.7 14,0 — — 24 —_
Jura n.a. — mn.a. 309 na. 377 na. — n.a. —
Switzerland 249 244 222 241 21.1 21.5 9.9 11.6 6.1 4.1

Norte: Percentages are based on candidates’ totals.
Dash (—) = negligible.
n.a. = Not available,

The outcomes of most Swiss elections illustrate both the stability
of the party system and its tendency to reinforce the major parties,
and 1979 was no exception (see tables 4—7 and 4-8). In the 1979
National Council elections, the SPS and the FDP each secured fifty-
one seats, followed by the CVP with forty-four, down from forty-six
in 1975. The SPS lost four seats and the FDP gained four; neither
gained at the expense of the other except in Schwyz and Zug, where
in each case the SPS lost a seat to the FDP. In other districts, how-
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REP NA PDA LPS EVP Prog.® RML Other
19751979 19751979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979
62 09 44 25 11 1.2 — — 54 57 15 23 02 03 25 3.0
24 02 34 36 06 03 — — 35 34 05 14 02 02 38 54
_ = = — —_ — —_— — — — 18 51 04 02 —_ m——
- - = = = = - = = —_ = — — — 54 31
- = = = = — = — — — — — — 29 43
e e e— e e — S _ = e— = - = = 24 09
- - - - = - - - — — — — — — 353 39
e e e = _— — — = = — — 18 232 — —_
—_ == = = — — — —_— — — — — 03 — 0.6 —
—_ — — — — 1.0 - — — — 34 41 06 — — —
— — 82 39 46 47 116 11.2 40 — 42 103 03 08 04 0.1
- — 56 — 18 10 — — — 39 33 71 — — — —
—_ = == — — — — — — 6.3 61 41 — 09 — =
=S — — _—— —_ = = — — 17 28
54 — 22 — 04 — — — — 21 05 — — — — —
- — 35 — — —-— - - — — — — — — 03 —
65 21 35 1.6 — == — — 46 50 0.6 — 06 09 23 0.2
76 20 25 19 —_— = _ = /= m— —_— - — — — 04
— = = = 36 27 _ — = = — —_ — — 78 94
31 — 16 — 107 93 136 167 — — — — 16 13 20 8.0
-_ - = - - - ' — 08 - — — — — — 40 6.2
_- — — — 98 77 221 264 — — — — 14 17 55 1.5
69 66 17 0.6 18.0 199 160 21.3 — — — — TI 55 —_ —
na, -— na. — na. — ha. — na. — na. — na. — n.a. 31.4

30 06 25 13 24 21 24 28 20 22 1.0 17 04 04' 22 32

a Progressive organizations.
b Election uncontested in 1979.
SOURCE: Annuaire statistique suisse, 1980, pp. 542-43.

ever, the two parties registered gains—in Zurich, for example, one
seat for the SPS and two for the FDP. Gains and losses, nowhere
very big, were distributed unevenly through the cantons. The SPS’s
loss of two seats in Bern and the drop in the Socialist vote, for
example, was partly compensated by the growth of the Autonomous
Socialist party (PSA) in Jura-South, where it gained a seat on the
Nationa] Council. The PSA also gained one seat in Zurich and the
SPS lost one each in Schwyz, Glarus, and Zug.
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TABLE 4-8

DistrisurioN oF NaTioNaL Councit SeaTs, BY CANTON AND PARTY,
1975 AND 1979

5PS EDP cve 5vpP LDU LPS

Canton 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979

Zurich 9 10 7 9 4 3 4 5 & 4
Bern 11 9 6 6 1 0 10 10 1 1
Lucerne 1 1 3 3 5 5 0
Uric¢ 0 I 1 4] 0
Schwyz 1 0 o0 1 2 2 0
Obwalden ¢ 1 1
Nidwalden @ 0 0 1 1
Glarusd 1 0 i
Zug i ® o % X %
Fribourg 2. 2 & T 3 F o °
Solothurn 2 2 3 3 2 2
Basel City 3 3 1 1 1 1 1. 0@ X X
Basel Country 2. 2 2 2. 1 1L 72 1 1 4
Schaffhausen 1 1 1 T 0 0
Appenzell-Outer

Rhodes® 1 i 1 1 0
Appenzell-Inner

Rhodes 4 1 i
Saint Gall 2 2 3 3 6 6 1 1
Graubiinden i 1 1 1 Z 2 1 ;i
Aargau 4 4 3 3 3 4 2 2 1 1
Thurgau i S i 1 2 2 2 2 ©o 0
Ticino 1 1 3 3 3 3 0
Vaud 5 5 5 5 1 0 1 1 0 0 2 3
Valais 1. & 4 2 5 4 0
Neuchétel 2 % 2 % o 2 3
Geneva 3 3 2 2 1 0 2
Jura — 0 — 0 — 1 — — —
Seats 55 51 47 51 46 44 21 23 11 8 6 8

Note: The “turnout” column shows electoral participation.

Dash (—) = Not applicable.

Blank = No party list submitted in canton.

a PSA in the canton of Ticino; Progressive Organizations in the other cantons.
b In the canton of Geneva: Vigilance.

¢ Majority system elections without the official participation of the CVP.

The FDP gained seats in Zurich (two), Schwyz (one), Zug (one),
and Valais (one) but lost votes and one seat in Neuchatel. The CVP
lost one seat in Zurich despite a slight increase in votes; and in Valais
it lost a seat to the FDP, this time with a drop in its vote. The
strength of the People’s party continued to be concentrated in the
canton of Bern, where it held onto its ten seats and expanded its
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POCH/ Turnout
EVP PSAa PDA NA REPY  Others  Total (%)
1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979 1975 1979

2 2 0 1 0 0 1 1 2 0 0 0 35 35 504 464
1 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1f 31 29 543 49.8
0 0 0 0 9 9 639 59.2

0 0 1 1 473 56.2

3 3 533 48.6

0 0 1 1 21.2 423

0 0 1 1 389 59.7

0 0 i 1 334 354

0 0 2 2 589 559

0 6 6 479 48.6

0 0 0 0 7 7 641 56.9

0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 7 43.8 394
0 0 0 0 0 0 7 7 483 43.0

0 0 0 0 2 2 741 751

2 2 442 &

0 0 1 1 296 24.0

0 0 0 0 0 12 12 53.5 45.0

0 0 5 5 49.6 459

0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 14 14 50.7 456
0 0 0 0 0 6 6 56.6 483

1 1 0 0 0 8 8 647 59.6

2 1 0 0 0 18 16 16 435 373

0 0 7 7 66.6 657

0 0 0 0 5 5 47.2 433

2 2 0 0 1 1 0 0 11 11 454 354

— —_— —_— _— —_ —_ 1 — 2 — 58.6
3 3 XL 3 4 3 2 2 4 1 0 3 200 200 524 48.0

1 Majority system elections.

e Elections in which candidates ran unopposed in 1979.

f Jura-South PSA,

£ GPE (Environmental Protection Group).

I Socialist Christian, elected from a joint list with the SPS.
Source: L’Année politique suisse, 1979, p. 41.

vote by more than 4.4 percentage points. The SVP is the leading
party of the canton in terms of both electoral support and parliamen-
tary seats. In Switzerland as a whole it strengthened its position,
moving from twenty-one seats on the National Council to twenty-
three. '

Several of the minor parties also gained. The Liberal party, with
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one new seat in Neuchatel and another in Vaud, brought its total to
eight seats; despite a fine showing in Geneva, where its support rose
from 16.0 percent to 21.3 percent, it did not add to its two seats.
The Protestants kept only three of their four seats despite a slight
increase in votes. The progressive parties of the left increased both
their electorate (from 1.4 percent to 2.1 percent) and their seats
(from one to three); POCH secured a seat in Zurich and another in
Basel, and the Ticino PSA retained its seat. In Bern, the Jura-South
PSA (listed under “other” in the tables) doubled its support and
gained a seat. Finally, a member of the Environmental Protection
party (GPE) was elected in Vaud.

On the other hand, the Independents party and the “tradition-
alists” continued to lose both votes and seats. The Independents lost
4.4 percentage points and two seats in their former stronghold, the
canton of Zurich, as well as 2.3 percentage points and one seat in
Basel City. The Republicans did not place at all in Zurich and Aargau;
National Action held onto its seat in Zurich, despite a 1.9 percentage
point decline in votes, and its seat in Bern, where its support increased
slightly. To sum up, three government parties—the FDP, the CVP,
and the SVP—increased their overall electoral support, whereas their
partner, the SPS, registered a slight decline. The FDP and the People’s
party added to the seats they held; the SPS and the CVP both lost
seats. The right wing of the government strengthened its position,
whereas the center-left was weakened. Why?

For the CVP, the explanation lies above all in the distribution
of its electorate and of its seats. It lost one seat in Zurich while
increasing its electorate there, and one seat in Valais, where its sup-
port declined from 59.7 percent to 58.8 percent. The concentration of
the SPS’s electorate had a more marked effect on the seats that party
held. Some have seen this as evidence that a drop in voter turnout
hurts the left-wing parties most; this is doubtful, however, in light
of the 1976 survey, although higher abstention among women may
have affected the outcome. Others attribute it to the well-known
fluctuation between left and right; but overall, the leftist parties,
including POCH and the PSA, slightly increased their share of the
electorate, Moreover, the gains made by the small parties of the
extreme left partly made up for the seats lost by the SPS and the
Labor party (PDA). The principal explanation for the decline could
be the ambiguous position of the SPS, which, although it participates
in the government, frequently opposes its partners on major issues
such as federal finances. Given this, uncommitted voters on the left
may prefer the unequivocal positions of the minor opposition parties.
In fact, the shifts in party strength in the cantons seem to explain
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most of the losses, as long as one keeps in mind that at the cantonal
level the factors mentioned earlier in this paragraph might also have
come into play. In Bern, the two seats lost through the creation of
the canton of Jura actually went to a Jura-South PSA candidate and
to a candidate from the joint Christian Social-SPS list.'* Neverthe-
less, the SPS lost to the People’s party the preeminent position it
had held in Bern since 1943. The single seat representing Glarus
went to the SVP. The FDP gained one seat in Schwyz and one in
Zug, where SPS support declined by seven points and five points
respectively. These five seats lost by the SPS were only partly
compensated by the one seat gained in Zurich. Thus, a few voters in
small cantons made a significant difference.

Given overall political stability, these changes may seem insig-
nificant. It is worth noting, however, the simultaneous advances
made by the parties on the right and on the extreme left. This
polarization is also reflected in the higher percentage of first-term
deputies (33 percent in 1979, 25.5 percent in 1975), who tend to
gravitate toward the two poles. Several first-term Social Democrats
were combative left-wingers, and several of the newly elected
Radicals had clear business leanings."®

The percentage of national councilors who were elected for the
first time varied widely from canton to canton. Outside the smallest
cantons, Neuchatel had the highest figure, three newly elected coun-
cilors out of a total of five.!* The figure was 50 percent in the
cantons of Thurgau and Ticino, 42.8 percent in Aargau, Basel City,
and Valais. The canton of Bern was also above the national average,
with a rate of 41.4 percent, twelve first-term national councilors out
of twenty-nine. Among the cantons that placed below the average
were Basel Country and Solothurn, Geneva, and Fribourg. Vaud,
with five new councilors out of sixteen, and Zurich, with nine new
councilors out of thirty-five, were near the national average.

For the Council of States, where each canton has two representa-
tives, the election results showed gains for the Social Democrats and
the Liberals (see table 4-9). The Social Democrats took four new
seats, bringing their total to nine and thus continuing to improve

12 With the creation of the canton of Jura, Bern lost two deputies. The CVP also
lost a seat but made up for it by winning another in the new canton.

13 [’ Année politique suisse, 1979, p. 39. Among the first-term deputies were Heinz
Allenspach (FDP, Zurich), director of the Central Union of Swiss Employers Asso-
ciations, and Willy Messmer (FDP, Thurgau), president of the Swiss Society of
Businessmen. For the business interests and holdings of the councilors, see
Unser Parlament, 1979-83 [Our parliament] (Zurich: Tages-Anzeiger, 1980).

14 In the small cantons of Uri (one seat), Nidwalden (one seat), and Zug (two
seats) all the councilors were new.
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TABLE 4-9

DISTRIBUTION OF SEATS IN THE COUNCIL OF StTATES, BY PARTY,
1975 AND 1979

Total
Year Seats SPS EFDP CVP SVP LPS LDU Other
1975 44 5 15 17 5 1 1 0
1979 46* 9 11 18 5 3 0 0
Change +4 —4 +1 0 +3 —1

& New canton of Jura included.
Source: Annuaire statistique suisse, 1980,

their representation in the Council. The upper house is heavily
dominated by a coalition of bourgeois parties from various cantons.
In the past this coalition has always blocked the Social Democrats
and prevented them from achieving representation more in line with
their electoral standing throughout the nation. The Social Democrats
have installed themselves in particular in Schaffhausen, Basel Country
(where they are represented by Eduard Belser, rector and leader of
the opposition to nuclear power plants), and Fribourg. They retained
the seats they had gained in 1978 in Neuchétel and Zurich but lost
their seat in the canton of Vaud. The Liberals tripled their strength
with two new seats—one in Neuchitel, where Jean-Francois Aubert
outpolled the Radical candidate, and one in Vaud, where Hubert
Reymond defeated the Social Democratic candidate. The third seat
they retained in Geneva thanks to the victory of a new state coun-
cilor, Monique Bauer. The CVP gained one seat, and the SVP
remained stable with five councilors, including Peter Gerber, presi-
dent of the Swiss Farmers Union, in Bern. The Independents party
did not run. Surprisingly, 39 percent of the state councilors—a
larger figure than for national councilors—were freshmen.

As to women members and younger members, the profiles of
the two houses changed slightly. The number of women national
councilors increased from fifteen (7.5 percent) in 1975 to twenty-one
(10.5 percent). Their party affiliations are shown in table 4-10 ; they
were distributed among the cantons as follows: Zurich five; Basel
City, Saint Gall, and Vaud two each; and one from each of the ten
cantons Bern, Lucerne, Schwyz, Fribourg, Solothurn, Aargau, Ticino,
Valais, Neuchitel, and Geneva. State councilors have tended to be
older; Switzerland’s Senate, the Council of States, has traditionally
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TABLE 4-10

Women Nationar CounciLors, BY PARTY, 1975 AND 1979
Party 1975 1979
SPS 5 8
FDP 4 v 8
CVP 5 4
POCH 0 1
LPS i 0
Total 15 21

Source: Annuaire statistique suisse, 1980.

been composed of mature members at the height of their careers.
In 1979 its two youngest members (both thirty-eight) were newly
elected Social Democrats from Basel Country and Fribourg, and its
four oldest members were only sixty-four. They represented the
three major political parties and came from Appenzell-Inner Rhodes,
Geneva, Thurgau, and Schwyz.

Polarization and the Left-Right Dimension

The 1979 election returns provided some evidence that political pol:ilr—
ization had increased. On the right, the three government parties
had gained in strength, especially the Radical Democrats and the S\f’P.
The Liberal party also gained. On the far left the progressive
organizations (POCH and the PSA), though still tiny, jumped from
1 percent to 1.7 percent, partly at the expense of the PDA. In
addition, among the newly elected candidates there seemed to Fae
more than usual with sharply defined positions. Among the Social
Democrats, for example, were several representatives of the‘ most
intransigent elements of the party’s left wing, those least wi'lhng‘to
compromise; and several of the freshmen Radicals had cIos:e ties W11:'h
industrial management.’® In general, there was also an increase in
the number of national councilors affiliated with business and interest
groups. That the Parliament was gaining relevance for these.organiza—
tions might also suggest that its role and influence in the Swiss system
were growing. ' '

What accounts for the polarization observed in 1979? First, it
might be that the increase in abstention was concentrated in the

15 L’ Année politique suisse, 1979, p. 39.
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TABLE 4-11
Lerr-RicHT SELE-PLACEMENT AND INTEREST IN PoLiTiCS, 1976
(percent)
Interest Extreme  Center Center Extreme  Don't
in Politics Left Left Center ~ Right  Right Know
Little or none 2 7 20 11 4 22
Some 1 8 14 8 3
All voters 3 15 34 19 7 22

Note: N = 1,392,
SOURCE: 1976 Swiss survey.

political center. It appears, however, that voters with little or no
interest in politics who are asked to indicate their position on a left-
right continuum actually distribute themselves in more or less the
same pattern as those who are interested in politics (see table 4-11).
Since citizens who are indifferent to politics are presumably those
most likely to abstain, this finding suggests that the answer does not
lie in increased abstention.

Taking a different tack, one might ask whether the tendency
toward polarization shows up in surveys of the electorate as well
as in the election returns. Sure enough, a comparison of the voters’
self-placement on the left-right continuum in 1972 and 1976 reveals
increases in the strength not of the extremes but of the center-left and
center-right at the expense of the center (see table 4-12). Despite a
slight decline on the extreme left, the left as a whole grew from 15
percent in 1972 to 22 percent in 1976, while the right grew from

TABLE 4-12
Lerr-RicHT SELE-PLACEMENT OF Swiss VOTERS, 1972 AND 1976
(percent)
Extreme Center Center Extreme All
Year Left  Left Center Right Right Total Voters N
1972 5 10 53 21 10 100 58 (1,111)
1976 3 19 44 25 10 100 78 (1,086)

Nore: Percentages may not add to totals because of rounding.
Source: 1972 and 1976 Swiss surveys.
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TABLE 4-13
STRENGTH OF THE Swiss PARTIES, 1979
(percent)

Party Strength, 1979 Elections
Left

PDA, progressive and

Marxist organizations 4.2

Socialists 24.4

Total left 28.6
Right

FDP 24.1

CVE 21.5

SVP 11.6

LPS 2.8

Total right 60.0
Other 11.4

Source: Author.

31 percent in 1972 to 35 percent in 1976. Even with these increases,
of course, the Swiss voting population remained essentially centrist
(53 percent in 1972, 44 percent in 1976).1¢

The election results only partially reflect this trend, both because
turnout is so low and because the party continuum does not coincide
precisely with a simple left-right continuum (see table 4-13). The
parties on the so-called right, which represent approximately 60 per-
cent of the people who voted in 1979, draw their support mainly
from the centrist electorate, and some voters who think of themselves
as centrists support parties on the left. Table 4-14, which shows the
distribution of each party’s supporters along the left-right continuum,
illustrates this point more clearly. The small PDA electorate, for
example, is concentrated in the extreme-left, left, and center areas.
Nevertheless, a fraction of the PDA supporters place themselves on
the right, even on the extreme right. In all likelihood these are voters
who are unable to express effectively their opposition to the gov-
ernment parties. They refuse to support National Action or the
Republican Movement, which take a traditionalist and anti-foreigner

16 A breakdown by sex of the left-right self-placement data suggests another
interesting trend: the rapid political socialization of women. Of the 702 women
surveyed in 1976, 71 percent placed themselves on the left-right continuum, up
from 45 percent in 1972. Of the 690 men surveyed in 1976, 86 percent placed
themselves on the left-right continuum; 72 percent did so in 1972.

123



THE LEFT-RIGHT DIMENSION

TABLE 4-14
LEFT-RIGHT SELF-PLACEMENT OF THE MAJOR PARTIES’ ErLeEcTORATES, 1976
(percent)
Extreme Center Center Extreme

Party Left Left Center  Right  Right Total N
PDA 21 31 31 10 7 100 (29)
SPS 6 47 33 1% 3 100 (254)
CVP 2 8 30 36 24 100 (112)
PICS 0 15 34 32 19 100 (47)
FDP 0 7 47 34 12 100 (174)
SVP 1 7 49 33 9 100 (77)
LPS 2 5 49 27 17 100 (41)
NA/REP 2 6 66 20 6 100 (42)
LDU 0 24 55 19 2 100 (58)

SouRcE: 1976 Swiss survey.

stance, so they set aside their ideological objections to voting Com-
munist.

The Social Democratic voters are spread in a more predictable
fashion along the left-right continuum. Fifty percent place them-
selves on the left (though only 6 percent on the extreme left), about
33 percent place themselves in the center, and a small portion express
a sense of identification with the right. The vast majority belong
to the left and center. The parties of the center-right—the Radical
Democrats, Liberals, and the People’s party, at any rate—find half
of their supporters in the center and approximately one-third on
the right (though slightly more Liberals place themselves on the
extreme right). The proportions are similar to those within the Social
Democratic party, but the whole electorate is further to the right.

As for National Action and the Republican Movement, their
supporters consider themselves centrists above all: about 67 percent
place themselves in the center, 20 percent on the right, and only
6 percent on the far right. These two parties represent an anomaly
in Swiss political life, a wave of nationalism and isolationism pre-
cipitated by what is seen as a foreign menace to Switzerland. This
movement is already being assimilated into the ideological mainstream
and can be better explained by the modern-traditional dimension than
by the left-right dimension.'” In fact, its chief motivation is the wish
to defend a certain traditional conception of Swiss society,

17 Inglehart and Sidjanski, “Dimension gauche-droite,” p. 1019.
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The Left-Right Dimension and Religion. By comparison with the other
Swiss parties, the Christian Democrats and Social Christians are dis-
tributed widely along the left-right spectrum. They win more votes
on the left than do the FDP, SVP, and LPS, and their support is
distributed more evenly through the center (one-third), the right
(another third), and the extreme right (almost one-quarter). It is
worth noting, however, that the left-right dimension entirely obscures
the pattern that emerges when the same parties are lined up on the
religious-secular dimension, where traditionally the two Catholic
parties and the Radical and Liberal parties have occupied opposite
extremes. Moreover, the religious dimension is salient among the
electorates of the traditional parties and plays an important role in
determining their party choice. The religious convictions probably
explain why some voters supported the Christian Democratic party
but all the while considered themselves to be on the extreme right
or even on the left. Though this dimension is not as important for
the Swiss electorate as a whole as it is for the two Christian parties,
it must be considered along with the left-right dimension and the
traditional-modern dimension when one attempts to interpret Swiss
politics.

In recent years the religious dimension has been reflected in two
major issues: abortion and the prohibition of Jesuit activities in
Switzerland. The government’s proposal to repeal the Jesuit pro-
hibition established by the Constitution of 1848 was ratified by a
referendum on May 21, 1973. The turnout was 40.3 percent; there
were 791,076 votes for repeal and 648,924 against; sixteen and one-
half cantons voted “yes,” five and one-half “no.” '® In addition, our
1972 survey revealed that nearly one person in four (24.5 percent) was
not interested in the question; among those who were, the vast major-
ity (nearly 70 percent) were in favor of repealing the prohibition.
In view of these findings, it seems likely that turnout was higher
among those who opposed repeal than among those who favored it.
Opposition was strongest in the cantons with large Protestant major-
ities, and the strongest support came from the Catholic cantons.
In Fribourg, Lucerne, Uri, Saint Gall, and Graubiinden, for example,
more than 90 percent of the votes cast were in favor of repeal.
However, it must be stressed that fewer than 10 percent of the Swiss
people consider themselves hostile to Catholics. This suggests that
the referendum on this issue did not rekindle religious antagonism
along the Catholic/anti-Catholic cleavage. Moreover, the issue does

18 The cantons voting “‘no” were Vaud, Neuchitel, Bern, Zurich, Schaffhausen,
and Appenzell-Outer Rhodes.
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not interest the young. It was respondents born before 1900 who
indicated that they were most opposed to repeal, and more than 40
percent of those who could remember the times of religious conflict
wanted the article to stand. Respondents born after 1900 had little
interest in the problem and were in favor of repealing the article.'®

Abortion became a hot issue in 1977 when a popular initiative
that would have legalized abortions performed in the first twelve
weeks of pregnancy was brought before the voters. Partly as a result
of a very intensive campaign, the turnout was relatively high (51.9
percent).?* The initiative was supported by the left and the extreme
left and vigorously opposed by all of the parties committed to religious
values. Some of the secular parties like the FDP, the SVP, and the
Liberal party were divided. The fundamental argument in favor was
that women should have the right to choose; the arguments against
were grounded in Christian ethics. Although one poll had registered
support for the initiative at 61 percent in June, it was defeated on
September 25, 1977, with 51.7 percent of the voters and seventeen
cantons opposed.?!

Three months before the vote on the initiative, the Federal
Assembly had passed a proposal for a law that would legalize abor-
tions deemed necessary to prevent extreme physical or “social” harm
to the mother or to prevent the birth of babies with severe birth
defects or conceived through rape or incest. After the defeat of the
initiative, this proposed law was submitted to a referendum. Many
of the parties that had opposed the initiative, notably the CVP, cam-
paigned in support of a “yes” vote, hoping that this more cautious
formulation would settle the abortion question once and for all. This
time opposition came from parties like the FDP, the SBS, and the
Liberals. The left opposed the proposal on the grounds that it made
any abortion not in the stated categories a criminal act. Many tradi-
tionalists, meanwhile, objected to the inclusion among the legal
grounds for abortion a threat to the social welfare of the mother. On
May 28, 1978, the referendum was defeated by a large majority—68.8
percent “no,” 31.2 percent “yes”—with a turnout of 48.8 percent.?

19 Inglehart and Sidjanski, “Dimension gauche-droite,” p. 1018.

20 Année politique suisse, 1977, pp. 129-30,

21 Annuaire statistique suisse, 1977, p. 557. The eight cantons that voted “yes”
were: Geneva (78.7 percent), Vaud (76.4 percent), Neuchitel (75.1 percent),
Basel City (66.4 percent), Zurich (60.2 percent), Basel Country (59.7 percent),
Schaffhausen (52.4 percent), and Bern (50.5 percent). All of the French-speaking
cantons except the two that are Catholic (Valais and Fribourg) accepted the
initiative.

22 Année politique suisse, 1978, p. 126.
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As a result, all abortions remain illegal in Switzerland and public
opinion is divided. According to a survey carried out in the spring of
1977, only 8.4 percent of the Swiss opposed abortion categorically,
26.8 percent thought it should be legal when the mother’s life was in
danger, 9.3 percent would allow it for any medical reason, 22.7 per-
cent would countenance it for medical and social reasons, and 32.8 per-
cent were in favor of a still more liberal solution.*

Ideology, Organization, and Regional Support. In some cases, a wide
range of ideological orientations within a single Swiss party is due
to the federal structure of both the political system and the party.
Although they are members of the same federal organization, the
cantonal parties, like local parties in the United States, can differ
widely one from the other. For example, the Independent Christian
Social party of Geneva (PICS) is diametrically opposed to the
Catholic Conservative party of Valais and to its counterpart in Fri-
bourg, yet these three parties are all cantonal parties within the Swiss
Christian Democratic party. The ideological distance that separates
their voters can be seen in the parties’ wide distribution over the left-
right continuum at the national level. The same holds true for the two
major parties of the left. In the Socialist party, the Social Democratic
tendency heavily predominates: 80 percent of the Socialist electorate
leans either to the left (47 percent) or to the center (33 percent).
Given the leanings of the Socialist party in Geneva and its electoral
base, one can safely assume that its voters are mainly leftists, even
extreme leftists; but the Socialist party in Geneva is atypical. In both
Basel City and Zurich, extreme leftists were able to elect POCH can-
didates, increasing by two the number of seats held by the left in the
National Council. In this way, the ideological spread of the parlia-
mentary representation of the left was extended in 1979. Although
only a slight increase in the polarization of the electorate was found,
it remains to be seen whether the leaders of the SPS will seek to
minimize or to accentuate it. For the time being, they seem to have
chosen the latter route—witness their platform, the direction taken
by their convention in Geneva, and their positions on various referen-
dums and initiatives. If this trend continues, the SPS will eventually
be forced to choose between participating in the government and
opposing it.

23 Supplement to the 1976 Swiss survey using the same sample and carried out
by questionnaire. Fifty-three percent in this sample failed to return the question-
naire and for another 4 percent the data are missing. The data are held by the
department of political science, University of Geneva.
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The other parties of the center-right have more homogeneous and
concentrated electorates. Eighty-two percent of SVP votes come from
only eight cantons. Eighty-one percent of the supporters of the Swiss
Radical party are found in the center and center-right. The Liberal
party has representatives from only four cantons (Basel City, Vaud,
Neuchitel, and Geneva); 76 percent of its electorate is in the center
and on the center-right, with another 17 percent on the extreme right.
Most heavily centrist of all is the rapidly diminishing electorate of
the Republican Movement and National Action, which retained only
three representatives in 1979 (down from six in 1975), from Zurich,
Bern, and Geneva: 86 percent of their electorate place themselves in
the center (66 percent) and the center-right (20 percent). Next to
most of the other parties” electorates, the supporters of the Inde-
pendents party—closely tied to the MIGROS chain of cooperatives
—place themselves strongly in the center (55 percent), with another
concentration on the left (24 percent). But this party too is small
and declining.

Multiparty Systems and Government Stability. Like most multiparty
systems, the Swiss system has a relatively wide range of electorates
and parties. Variety is all the greater in that the party organizations
are principally cantonal organizations, and federal election campaigns
actually consist of the various cantonal campaigns and platforms with
some coordination between them and overall federal direction.

With more than ten parties, Switzerland can be classified as an
extreme multiparty system in Giovanni Sartori’s global typology.®*
Despite the multiplicity and diversity of federal parties and the variety
of cantonal parties within them, however, more than two-thirds of
the Swiss who go to the polls vote for the three major national par-
ties—the Social Democratic party, the Radical party, and the Christian
Democratic party—all of which participate in the federal govern-
ment. A comparison of their electorates’ positions on the left-right
continuum, presented in table 4-15, is pertinent at this point.

The majority of these voters are concentrated in the center, the
center-right, and to a slightly lesser degree the center-left. Thus,
the electoral support of the government comes from a relatively wide
range of voters and is marginal only at the very ends of the left-right
spectrum. According to Sartori’s hypothesis, an extreme multiparty
system (one with more than five parties) generally coincides with a
political climate in which extremism weighs heavily on the function-

24 Giovanni Sartori, Parties and Party Systems: A Framework for Analysis (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 125,
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TABLE 4-15
Lerr-RicHT SELE-PLACEMENT OF MAJOR-PARTY VOTERS, 1976
(percent)
Extreme Center Center Extreme
Party Left Left Center Right  Right Total N
SPS 6 47 33 12 3 100 (254)
CVP 2 8 30 36 24 100 (112)
FDP 0 7 47 34 12 100 (174)

NotE: Rows may not add to totals because of rounding.
SouRCE: 1976 Swiss survey.

ing of democracy. This hypothesis is not currently borne out by the
Swiss system which, overall, is characterized by a high degree of
mutually reinforcing moderation and political stability. Left-right
polarization is less marked in Switzerland than in other Western coun-
tries with multiple parties, such as the Netherlands and Italy, each of
which has a rather wide ideological spectrum (see table 4-16). The
Netherlands enjoys remarkable stability, with 10 percent of those who
actually vote situated at each extreme and another 50 percent evenly
divided between the center-left and center-right. And the voting
[talian electorate is the most leftist in Western Europe: 26 percent
of the voters are on the extreme left, 26 percent are on the center-
left, 34 percent are in the center, and the center-right and extreme right

TABLE 4-16
Leer-RicuT SELE-PLACEMENT OF VOTERS IN SELECTED DEMOCRACIES,
1974-1976
(percent)
Extreme Center Center Extreme

Country Left  Left Center Right Right  Total N
Italy 26 26 34 9 5 100 (1,031)
Netherlands 10 24 30 26 10 100 (979)
Switzerland 3 2 42 24 10 100 (873)
United Kingdom 9 19 37 24 12 100 (1,093)
United States 4 13 48 25 10 100 (985)
West Germany 4 23 39 25 10 100 (1,435)

Source: Political Action.
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claim the remaining 14 percent. Contrary to the thesis that multiparty
systems reflect extreme polarization, the distribution of the Swiss pop-
ulation along the left-right continuum bears a striking resemblance to
the distribution found in a two-party system such as that in the United
States or in the two-plus-one party systems in Germany and Great
Britain, with a large number of voters in the center and fewer at either
end of the continuum.*

This pattern shows up again when one charts the positions on the
left-right continuum of the political parties in various countries. Fig-
ure 4-1 shows the average positions chosen by party identifiers in six
democracies. The Swiss party system resembles the Italian and Dutch
systems in the number of parties, but it is much more like the British
system in the total ideological space represented by the parties (see
table 4-17). % If, on the other hand, one compares the ideological
distance between the two or three major parties (as there is a good
case for doing where the largest parties take the overwhelming
majority of the vote), Italy and the Netherlands seem far less different
from Switzerland. The distance from the SPS to the FDP and the
CVP is 2.1—quite a lot considering those parties’ long collaboration
on the Federal Council—while the space between the major Dutch
parties (which took 83.6 percent of the vote and 93.0 percent of the
seats in the 1977 elections) is 2.6. It seems, then, that the multiplicity
of parties in Switzerland does not reflect a high degree of ideological
fragmentation. As for the meaning of the slight increase in polariza-
tion observed in 1979, it remains ambiguous, precisely because the
principal representatives of the two poles continue to work together
in the federal government. Their limited conflicts over issues are
generally put to a popular vote without damaging their cooperation in
the Federal Council or threatening the stability of the government.
Nevertheless, if antagonism between the major parties were to grow,
Switzerland’s “magic formula” would be in jeopardy.

Under the magic formula, open conflicts are prevented by the
general willingness of the Swiss to work for compromise in politics.
Since 1943 the three major parties and the People’s party have coop-
erated to give Switzerland a decision-making process based more on

25 For an explanation of the method used, see Dusan Sidjanski, Europe élections:
de la démocratie européenne (Paris: Stanke, 1979), p. 285 ff, and Ronald Inglehart
and Hans Klingemann, “Party Identification and the Left-Right Dimension among
Western Mass Publics,” in Ian Budge, Ivor Crewe, and Dennis Farlie, eds., Party
Identification and Beyond (New York: Wiley, 1976), pp. 243-257.

26 It should be noted that the 1976 Swiss survey did not reflect the strengthening
of the extreme left recorded in the 1979 election. For further evidence that the
polarization of voters in Switzerland is moderate compared with the polarization
of voters in France, Italy, and Denmark, see Sidjanski, Europe élections, p. 286.
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FIGURE 4-1
Lerr-RiGHT SELE-PLACEMENT OF PARTY IDENTIFIERS IN Six WESTERN DEMOCRACIES, 1976
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TABLE 4-17

IpEoLOGICAL PROFILES OF PARTY SYSTEMS
IN SELECTED DEMOCRACIES, 1974-1976

Distance Spanned by Party System

Average Self-Placement, Minus Between
Country All Party Identifiers  Total extremes major parties
Germany 5.8 3.4 — 34
Ttaly 4.3 6.8 5.7 3.4
Netherlands 5.9 6.4 4.6 2.6
Switzerland 58 2.6 —_ 2.1
United Kingdom A 2.6 — 2.6
United States 5.9 0.7 — 0.7

Dash (—) = Not applicable.

Note: This table summarizes some of the information contained in figure 4-1.

For identification of the major parties and the left-right scale presented to respon-
dents, see that figure.

SOURCE: Political Action.

amicable agreement than on majority rule.2” This method of decision
making has distinct advantages in a fragmented society, where the
rights of linguistic and religious minorities might be abridged by the
will of the majority, and where prolonged domination of the minorities
by the majority can lead to “autonomist” actions such as those taken
in Jura. In addition, governmental cooperation means that the parties
rarely announce coherent platforms that would make their differences
explicit. The 1979 elections were unusual in that the parties’ plat-
forms outlined clear alternatives. Through the years, of course, some
choices have been presented to the voters, but usually in referendums,
on which the major parties have taken sides. It should also be pointed
out that the parties in neighboring countries seldom offer the voters
a wide range of choices—and that Switzerland’s parties are currently
trying to clarify their identities through their leaders’ speeches and

27 The Socialists did not participate in the government from 1954 to 1959. See
Jiirg Steiner, Amicable Agreement versus Majority Rule: Conflict Resolution in
Switzerland (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1973) for a descrip-
tion and analysis of the Swiss decision-making process. See also Dusan Sidjanski
and David Handley, “Note de recherche sur les partis politiques et le processus
de décision” [Research note on political parties and the decision-making process],
Annuaire suisse de science politique, vol. 9 (1969), and Dusan Sidjanski, “Interest
Groups in Switzerland,” in Interest Groups in International Perspective, The
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science (May 1974),
special edition published by Robert Presthus.

129

DUSAN SIDJANSKI

their stands on certain issues. However, Swiss politics is still char-
acterized by an exceptionally low level of conflict. This phenomenon,
in turn, could be due to the relatively low polarization of the electorate
as well as to the other factors that, we have seen, contribute to the
remarkable political stability of Switzerland.

Furthermore, stability is fostered by the high level of trust in the
federal government that has been an enduring characteristic of the
Swiss electorate. In our 1976 survey, 76 percent of the 1,052 respon-
dents said that they “almost always” or “most of the time” trusted the
federal government, and only 3 percent indicated that they “almost
never” did (see table 4-18).”® Among the 11 percent who said that
they “almost always” trusted the government, the proportion of cen-
trists is the same as in the sample as a whole. This is also true for the
other categories: centrists are 44 percent, or slightly less, in the “most
of the time,” “only sometimes,”” and ““almost never” groups. As might
be expected, the center-right and extreme right are the choice of a
higher proportion of those who usually trust the government than of
the other groups. However, supporters of the extreme right, who
constitute 9 percent of the total sample, also constitute similar propor-
tions of those who trust the government “‘most of the time” (9 per-
cent), “only some of the time” (8 percent), and ““almost never” (7 per-
cent). Clearly the extreme right contains its own oppositionists.

The center-right voters present a very different picture. Twenty-
four percent of the sample as a whole, they constitute higher propor-
tions of those with high political trust and lower proportions of the
skeptical groups. Exactly the opposite is true for the extreme left and
the center-left: only 1 percent of those who “almost always” trust the
government place themselves on the extreme left and only 2 percent
of those who trust it “most of the time” do so, whereas 6 percent
of those who trust it “only sometimes” (twice the figure for the sample
as a whole) are far left. Finally, of those who ““almost never” trust
the government, a record 15 percent—five times the figure for the total
sample—place themselves on the extreme left. Though the contrast is
less striking, it is also true that the center-left is proportionally
stronger as the level of trust declines. This fact helps explain the
sometimes ambiguous position of the SPS, which, while participating
in the Federal Council, occasionally opposes policies advocated by the
federal government. This periodic opposition has very little effect,
given the high level of political trust throughout the country.

28 In 1972 the figures were: “Almost always” 11 percent; “most of the time” 59.8
percent; “sometimes” 27.4 percent; “never” 1.2 percent. In 1972 the “don’t know”
category accounted for 9.3 percent of the responses. Those who did answer (1,738
of the 1,917 persons surveyed) represented 90.7 percent of the total survey group.
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cans say they are satisfied with the material aspects of life, but only
35 percent express trust in their government.

The fact that the major Swiss parties all participate in the Federal
Council and face only slight or sporadic opposition fosters confidence.
Even so, the high level of trust in government is surprising when one
considers the various divisive forces at work in Swiss society—the
multiplicity of levels of government under federalism, the linguistic
and religious cleavages, the presence of minority groups, and the ten-
sions expressed in the violent protests of youth that disrupted Zurich
and Lausanne in 1980. Despite all these, a stable party system and a
people that trusts its government have combined to keep the evolution
of the Swiss political system slow by the standards of most Western
democracies.
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