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Background:

Switzerland is called the “roof of Europe” because of the Alps, which covers over
half of the country. Rainfall flows into the Rhine, Rhone, Po, Adige, and Danube rivers.
Because of the mountainous terrain and the rivers, hydroelectric power is one of the main
natural resources of Switzerland. Unfortunately, the same conditions that are important
for hydroelectric power is also the main reason that the rest of the land is unsuitable for
other purposes, especially for the agricultural sector.

Political History:

Switzerland is one of the world’s oldest democracies. The Swiss Confederation
was founded on August 1, 1291. The Swiss Federation is not a member of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) or the European Union (EU) mainly because of the
observance of neutrality to all nations. However, Switzerland participates in the world
community by sponsoring the International Red Cross, hosting some UN offices and
numerous peace conferences and summits.

People:

Switzerland has a variety of ethnicities that live in different regions. These
different regions are known as cantons. Germans account for 64% of the total population
and most of them reside in the east and central regions. The French comprise 18% of the
population and are found mostly in the western region of the country. The southern
region of Switzerland is populated by people of Italian decent, which accounts for 10% of
the total population. Most of the population, 68%, resides in urban areas such as Zurich,

(Geneva, and Basel.

Language:
There are four languages spoken within the borders of Switzerland. Those

languages are: German, French, Italian, and Romansch. Each canton declares which
language it will speak within the region. All of the languages are available for study
within the schools, however the language of the region is the language of the school.

Religion:

Almost half of the population is Roman Catholic and the rest are of different
Christian denominations. However, Switzerland is a secular society and claims no
religion, so participation in religious events is only partaken at holidays and special
religious events.

Holidays:
The major holidays that are celebrated are New Years Day, Easter, Labor Day

(May 1), National Day (August 1), Christmas, and the Federal Day of Prayers, which is a
thanksgiving type of holiday celebrated in September.
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Families:

The nuclear family is important within Swiss society. Families are small with one
or two children with the father being the head of the household. Women are now
entering the work force however; the number of women entering is fewer than most other
European countries. Women didn’t have the right to vote until 1971 when a few cantons
allowed the women to vote. In 1990 women were finally allowed to vote in all regions of
Switzerland.

The legal age for marriage is 18 for women and 20 for men however, instead of
marrying early at these ages most couples prefer to live together for several years before
marrying or choose not to marry at all. It is preferred to finish one’s education and
become financially stable before getting married. It is a custom at weddings for the
bridesmaids to offer guests colored handkerchiefs for good luck while the guests give
money to the new couple.

Values:

The Swiss value hard work, sobriety, thrift, and independence. They prize
tolerance, punctuality, and responsibility. A common saying claims that if people are
late, they are either not wearing Swiss watches or not riding Swiss trains. They also
value natural beauty, and cleanliness, neatness, and orderliness and are proud of their
conservation of the environment by beginning programs such as recycling.

Customs:

Most Swiss exchange simple greetings with everyone even strangers. People
avoid gesturing with their hands while speaking to other people. Chewing gum and
attending to matters of personal hygiene in public is not appropriate. Talking to elders
with one’s hand in a pocket is considered disrespectful. Dinner guests often bring
flowers for the hostess. The flowers are bundled in odd numbers and are unwrapped
before being presented. When finished eating a person places the utensils side by side to
show that the person is full, if they are misplaced it is assumed that the person would like
more to eat. When leaving a home it is custom to shake hands with all the members of
the family.
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