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​Chapter 1: A Country That Should Not Exist
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In the early weeks of October 1847, travellers on the road between Bern and Lucerne noticed something that the roads of the Swiss Plateau did not ordinarily carry: soldiers. Not soldiers in the sense of the occasional cantonal militiaman drilling in a village square, or a company of men marching between billets on a routine exercise, but soldiers in significant and purposeful numbers, moving with the particular quality of attention that distinguishes men who expect to fight from men who are merely wearing uniforms. The roads themselves were unremarkable — compacted earth running through farmland and stands of beech and oak, past the tidy farmsteads of the Mittelland with their wide overhanging eaves, past market towns whose Saturday business continued as if nothing were about to change. The lake-towns along the Aare and its tributaries were beginning to take on the amber light of autumn. The fields had been harvested. The seasons were turning as they always did, indifferent to human politics.

But the politics were not indifferent to themselves. In the inns and market squares, in the back rooms of cantonal government houses and in the offices of the newspapers that had been multiplying across the liberal cantons since the Regeneration of the early 1830s, men were conducting the kind of conversation that precedes violence: urgent, repetitive, shot through with genuine conviction on all sides, and fundamentally unresolvable by argument alone. The question that animated these conversations was at once simple and, in the Switzerland of 1847, nearly impossible to answer: what kind of country was this, and who had the right to decide?

The Switzerland of that autumn was not the Switzerland that posterity knows. The serene, prosperous, perpetually neutral republic of watchmakers and bankers and international institutions — the Switzerland whose red-and-white flag has come to stand, in the imagination of the world, for a particular kind of ordered, consensual, somewhat enviable civic life — did not yet exist. What existed instead was something considerably stranger and more precarious: a loose confederation of twenty-two sovereign states, each with its own government, its own legal system, its own economic regulations, its own militia, and in several cases its own currency, bound together by a treaty that had been designed with the explicit intention of preventing any one of them from gaining meaningful authority over the others. The Federal Treaty of 1815, drafted in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars and underwritten by the great conservative powers of Europe, had rebuilt Switzerland on the premise that the Swiss cantons were not the components of a nation but the members of an alliance — and that the distinction mattered enormously.

By the autumn of 1847, after three decades of accelerating change, that premise was collapsing. What was collapsing with it was the fragile peace that the 1815 settlement had imposed on a society that was, by almost any measure, too divided to hold together. Switzerland in 1847 was simultaneously Protestant and Catholic, German-speaking and French-speaking and Italian-speaking and Romansh-speaking, agrarian and industrialising, aristocratic and democratic, forward-looking and profoundly attached to traditions that the modern world was rendering obsolete. It was a society in which a farmer in the Canton of Uri and a factory owner in the Canton of Zürich inhabited not merely different economic worlds but different centuries, and in which the political consequences of that divergence had been building for a generation into something that looked increasingly like war.

The war came. It lasted twenty-seven days. Fewer than one hundred and fifty people were killed in its battles. And from its conclusion emerged, with a speed and completeness that astonished Europe, the stable, democratic federal republic that has endured to the present day.

That outcome was not inevitable. Nothing about it was.

To understand why the Switzerland of 1847 was so close to permanent fracture, it is necessary to understand what the Swiss Confederation actually was — and what it was not. The Confederation that most educated Europeans of the period knew about was a legend as much as a political reality: the three forest cantons of Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden, whose alliance in 1291 had been retrospectively canonised as the founding act of a free mountain people; the Rütli meadow and the mythical oath sworn there; William Tell with his crossbow, defying the Habsburg bailiff, splitting the apple on his son's head. The legend was good mythology and terrible history. The actual Swiss Confederation that emerged across the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries from a series of shifting military alliances had almost nothing in common with the story told about it. It was not founded on democratic ideals. It was not a nation. It was a collection of communities — city-states, rural communes, ecclesiastical territories, subject lands — that had found it convenient to coordinate their military efforts against common enemies and had formalised that coordination in a series of bilateral and multilateral agreements that gave the Confederation its legal substance.

What the Confederation was not, from its earliest origins through to the crisis of 1847, was a state. It had no central government with genuine authority. It had no sovereign territory of its own. Its governing body, the Federal Diet or Tagsatzung — the assembly of cantonal delegates that met at alternating venues in three presiding cantons — was not a parliament but a diplomatic conference. Its delegates were not elected representatives bound by a national mandate but envoys sent by their cantonal governments with specific instructions on every matter of substance. When the Diet voted on a question of any importance, each delegate was required to refer the matter back to his canton for decision, an arrangement that ensured both the sovereignty of the cantons and the near-total incapacity of the central body to act. The Confederation could not levy taxes. It could not raise a standing army. It could not conduct a unified foreign policy. In the most fundamental sense — the sense that Hobbes and Locke and Rousseau and Kant had developed into the modern doctrine of state sovereignty — Switzerland was not a state at all.

This had been, for much of Swiss history, a tolerable arrangement. The cantons had their bilateral agreements, their shared interests in maintaining the Alpine passes against foreign domination, their common sense of distinction from the feudal monarchies that surrounded them. The diversity of languages and confessions that would become the defining challenge of nineteenth-century Swiss politics had for centuries been managed not through any central institutional mechanism but through the simple fact that the cantons were sovereign: each community governed itself according to its own traditions, and the confederation asked for nothing more than military cooperation when the external threat was severe enough to require it.

The Napoleonic interlude had disrupted this arrangement catastrophically. The French invasion of 1798 had swept away the old Confederation, imposed the centralised Helvetic Republic, and subjected Switzerland to six years of direct French administration — an experience that produced, depending on one's political sympathies, either the traumatic demonstration that cantonal sovereignty was the only reliable defence against tyranny, or the tantalising glimpse of what a genuinely unified Swiss state might achieve. The restoration of the Confederation in 1803 under Napoleon's Mediation Act had been a partial compromise, creating a Swiss state with somewhat stronger central institutions than the old Confederation but still firmly subordinating the federal level to cantonal authority. When Napoleon fell and the Congress of Vienna reconstructed the European order in 1815, the Federal Treaty that the great powers imposed on Switzerland reverted decisively toward cantonal sovereignty, eliminating most of the Napoleonic-era innovations and restoring a confederal structure that looked, to liberal eyes, like a deliberate choice to freeze Switzerland in the eighteenth century.

The treaty had two specific provisions that would prove, over the following three decades, to be the most consequential pieces of text in Swiss political history. Article 6 prohibited the cantons from entering into separate alliances detrimental to the wider Confederation. Article 12 guaranteed the inviolability of the monastic institutions of Switzerland. Both provisions would be violated, argued over, and cited as grounds for war before 1847 was out. But their significance in 1815 was less about their specific content than about what they represented: a settlement in which the conservative powers of Europe — Austria, Prussia, Russia, and a France that had just restored its Bourbon monarchy — had a direct stake, and which they regarded not merely as a Swiss constitutional arrangement but as part of the broader post-Napoleonic order that it was their collective responsibility to maintain.

The Regeneration, as Swiss historians call the wave of liberal constitutional reform that swept through the cantons beginning in 1830, was triggered not by any domestic Swiss development but by the July Revolution in France: the overthrow of the Bourbon King Charles X and his replacement by the constitutional monarchy of Louis-Philippe. The French revolution did not reach Switzerland in the form of barricades and street fighting but in the form of ideas — or rather, in the form of ideas acquiring, for the first time, political leverage. Liberal and Radical intellectuals who had been arguing for decades that the old patrician oligarchies governing the larger cantons were anachronisms now found that their arguments were meeting popular resonance in the rural populations of those cantons, who had been excluded from political participation by the same oligarchies that had governed their towns since the Reformation.

The petitions and meetings and public demonstrations that followed the French news were remarkable for their relative orderliness, a quality that Swiss political culture would display again and again in the decades to come. In Canton Zürich, the liberal politician Paul Usteri drafted a new cantonal constitution that was approved by a popular assembly in April 1831. In Bern, Aargau, Solothurn, Thurgau, and Lucerne — the last of these briefly, before a conservative backlash reversed course — new constitutions were adopted over the following two years that introduced representative democracy, universal male suffrage, freedom of the press, and the abolition of the special privileges that had allowed urban patriciate families to dominate cantonal politics for generations. By 1833, eleven cantons had adopted revised constitutions. The Regeneration, as a political movement, had transformed the Swiss Plateau.

What it had not transformed were the seven cantons that would eventually form the Sonderbund. In Uri, Schwyz, Unterwalden, Zug, Fribourg, Valais, and — most importantly — Lucerne, the political structures of the pre-Napoleonic era were not swept away but reinforced. The rural Catholic populations of these cantons were not less politically aware than their Protestant neighbours on the Plateau; in several cases, they were rather more so. The Landsgemeinde — the outdoor democratic assembly at which all male citizens gathered to vote on cantonal affairs — was an older and in some respects more direct form of democracy than the representative systems the liberal cantons were installing. What the conservative cantons resisted was not political participation but the specific programme that the Radical liberals attached to political participation: the secularisation of education and civil law, the subordination of cantonal government to federal authority, and the implicit demand that communities whose entire social fabric was woven through with Catholic institutional life should dismantle those institutions in the name of progress.

The economic geography of the divide reinforced its cultural and political dimensions. The liberal Protestant cantons of the Swiss Plateau — Zürich above all, but also Bern, Aargau, Basel, and Vaud — were in the early stages of industrialisation. Cotton mills and machine shops, silk-weaving workshops and precision-instrument manufactories were transforming the economic landscape of the Mittelland in ways that created new classes of industrial workers and commercial entrepreneurs with new interests and new demands. The internal customs barriers between the cantons, the multiplicity of currencies, the absence of uniform weights and measures, the lack of any coordinated postal service or transportation infrastructure — all of these things, which had been inconvenient but manageable in a pre-industrial economy, were becoming serious impediments to the kind of commercial development that the liberal cantons were pursuing. The case for a strong central state, with the power to create a unified internal market, was not merely an ideological preference among the Radicals of Zürich; it was an economic necessity for the manufacturers and merchants who were beginning to reshape the Plateau's landscape.

For the mountain cantons, by contrast, the economic argument ran in precisely the opposite direction. The mercenary industry — the export of fighting men to the armies of France, Spain, Naples, the Netherlands, and the papacy — had for three centuries been the primary source of income for the economies of Uri, Schwyz, Unterwalden, and Valais. The Napoleonic Wars had drastically reduced the market for Swiss mercenaries, and the subsequent political settlement had further restricted it. The post-1815 collapse of the mercenary trade had left the alpine economies without their primary export, dependent on a combination of subsistence agriculture, small-scale pastoralism, and the early beginnings of what would become the Swiss tourist industry. For communities in this economic position, cantonal sovereignty was not an ideological abstraction but a practical necessity: it was the guarantee that local resources would be managed locally, that the wealth of the mountain communities — modest as it was — would not be diverted to subsidise the development of the Plateau.

The five men who will carry this narrative forward entered the crisis of 1847 from very different positions, and understanding where they stood — geographically, politically, professionally, and morally — is the first requirement for understanding what happened.

Guillaume Henri Dufour was born in Constance in 1787, the son of a Geneva merchant who was visiting the German city when his wife went into labour. He grew up in Geneva, then a republic of considerable intellectual distinction, and received the finest technical education that revolutionary and Napoleonic France could provide: the École Polytechnique in Paris, where the curriculum in mathematics, physics, and engineering was, in the early nineteenth century, without equal anywhere in Europe. He served in Napoleon's armies as an engineering officer, participated in the Italian campaigns, and returned to Geneva after the Restoration with the habits of mind that military engineering instils in its best practitioners: precision, economy, the relentless subordination of means to ends. In the decades after 1815, he built the Swiss Federal Topographical Bureau, producing the Dufour Map — a comprehensive survey of Swiss terrain that remains, by the testimony of professional cartographers, a masterwork of the nineteenth century — and rose to the upper ranks of Swiss military life without ever becoming a partisan figure. His politics were moderate, his temperament controlled, and his understanding of the relationship between military force and political consequence unusually sophisticated for a soldier of his era.

Johann Ulrich von Salis-Soglio was a different kind of soldier entirely. Born in 1790 into one of Graubünden's most distinguished aristocratic families — families with centuries of military service across European armies — he had spent his career in the professional armies of Austria, the Netherlands, and Bavaria before accepting the appointment as commander of the Sonderbund's forces in January 1847. He was a capable officer in the conventional military sense: experienced, personally courageous, familiar with the management of large formations in the field. He was also, in the specific context of a Swiss civil conflict, almost entirely wrong for the role. His instincts were those of a regular-army commander in a conventional interstate war: he wanted to seize the initiative, strike before the enemy was fully mobilised, and use military aggression to compensate for the Sonderbund's structural disadvantages. His political masters in Lucerne wanted precisely the opposite — a posture of restrained, defensive legitimacy that might buy time for European intervention to rescue them. The friction between these positions would prove fatal to the Sonderbund's military prospects.

Konstantin Siegwart-Müller of Lucerne was the most formidable politician among the Sonderbund's leadership, and perhaps the most formidable political mind on either side of the conflict. A lawyer and administrator who had risen to dominate Lucerne's conservative government through a combination of intellectual rigour and personal determination, he was the primary author of the Sonderbund treaty and the chief strategist of the conservative cause. His politics were those of a principled ultramontane Catholic — he believed that the Church's authority in temporal as well as spiritual affairs was not merely legitimate but necessary, and that the Radical programme of secularisation represented an assault on the foundations of Christian civilisation. He was not a fool, and he was not a fanatic. He understood the military and diplomatic situation with considerable clarity, and he understood, perhaps better than anyone else in the Sonderbund leadership, that the conservative cause's only genuine hope of survival lay in European intervention. When that hope proved illusory, he faced defeat with the dignity that conviction, whatever its content, tends to produce.

Ulrich Ochsenbein was a lawyer from Canton Bern and the most prominent military commander of the Radical faction — a paradoxical distinction, given that his most significant military operation ended in complete disaster. He had led the second and larger of the two paramilitary expeditions, the Freischarenzüge, that Radical volunteers mounted against the Lucerne cantonal government in December 1844 and March 1845. The second expedition had ended with over a hundred dead and nearly eighteen hundred captured outside Lucerne's walls, a defeat of sufficient magnitude to have ended the career of any officer with the slightest instinct for accountability. Instead, Ochsenbein was celebrated by the liberal press and eventually elevated to the position of president of the Federal Diet's executive committee. This rehabilitation was not merely a political embarrassment; it was a strategic catastrophe, because it told the conservative cantons — with unmistakeable clarity — that the Radical majority regarded paramilitary violence against dissenting cantonal governments as acceptable political conduct, and that the confederation's legal mechanisms offered them no reliable protection.

Lord Palmerston — Henry John Temple, third Viscount Palmerston, Her Britannic Majesty's Foreign Secretary — was operating on an altogether different scale, from an altogether different vantage point. From his office in Whitehall, Palmerston had been monitoring the Swiss crisis with the analytical intelligence that the volume of diplomatic correspondence flowing into the Foreign Office made possible: reports from the British legation in Bern, dispatches from Paris and Vienna tracking Metternich's and Guizot's intentions, analyses of the cantonal electoral situation from correspondents who understood Swiss politics with a nuance that London did not always reward. Palmerston's position on the Swiss question was not sentimental. He was not, in any simple sense, a liberal. He was a strategist who had concluded that Austrian or French military intervention in Switzerland — the outcome that the conservative powers were working toward — would alter the balance of power in Central Europe in ways that British interests could not accept. His chosen instrument for preventing that outcome was not confrontation but obstruction: the art of prolonging negotiations past the point at which they could produce action.

The autumn of 1847 was, across the European continent, a season of accumulated tension. The revolutions of 1848 are sometimes described as if they arrived without warning, a sudden eruption of forces that had been suppressed rather than resolved. In fact, the warning signs were everywhere, legible to anyone with the inclination to read them. In France, the Guizot ministry was visibly losing its grip on a country exhausted by political stagnation and the corruption scandals that had accumulated around the July Monarchy. In the Italian states, nationalist agitation was producing confrontations between liberal populations and Austrian military garrisons that both sides understood to be preliminary engagements in a larger conflict. In the German states, the demand for national unification — for a Germany that was something more than the loose collection of kingdoms and principalities managed, with declining credibility, by the Austrian-dominated German Confederation — was acquiring a democratic urgency that the existing order had no answer for. In Ireland, a famine of catastrophic proportions was entering its second year, exposing the bankruptcy of British colonial administration with a thoroughness that no amount of official rationalization could conceal.

Against this continental backdrop, the Swiss crisis was both a local matter and a harbinger. What was at stake in the Federal Diet's confrontation with the Sonderbund was not simply the question of whether seven Swiss cantons would accept the dissolution of their defensive alliance. It was the question of whether a federal political order — one that could accommodate genuine differences of language, religion, and economic interest within a framework of shared sovereignty — was possible at all, or whether the centrifugal forces of particular identity were simply too strong to be contained by any constitutional arrangement. That question had no established answer in 1847. The United States had constructed a federal republic three-quarters of a century earlier, but its settlement of the slavery question was already visibly provisional, a delayed fuse burning toward the catastrophe that came in 1861. Every other attempted federation in Europe had either broken apart or been held together by force. Switzerland in the autumn of 1847 was conducting, in a relatively small space with a relatively small army, an experiment whose results would be scrutinised from Paris to Vienna to London.

The twenty-seven days of fighting that followed — November 4 through November 29, 1847 — produced, when they were counted, something between ninety-three and one hundred and thirty deaths in battle, approximately five hundred wounded, and the complete military defeat of the Sonderbund. The disproportion between the war's brevity and its consequences is so extreme that it can seem, in retrospect, almost inevitable: as if the outcome was predetermined, as if the Federal Army's superiority in numbers and organisation and leadership was so overwhelming that the result was never seriously in doubt. This retrospective sense of inevitability is the most dangerous kind of historical illusion. The Sonderbund's defeat was not inevitable. It required, at every stage, decisions: about how to fight, about who should lead, about what terms to offer, about how to treat the defeated, about what constitutional framework should replace the one being dismantled. Different decisions would have produced different outcomes. Some of those outcomes are not difficult to imagine, and they are not pretty.

The brevity of the violence was not a coincidence of the military situation. It was the product of a specific theory of war — articulated most clearly by Dufour, but shared, in various degrees, by the political leadership of the Federal Diet — about what a civil conflict is and what it is for. The theory ran something like this: in a war between citizens of the same country, the goal of military operations is not the destruction of the enemy but the creation of the conditions under which political settlement becomes possible. Every unnecessary death makes that settlement harder. Every act of unnecessary violence — every sacked church, every civilian harmed, every prisoner mistreated — creates a resentment that will outlast the war and poison the peace. The army that wins a civil conflict by brutality has won a battle and lost a country.

This was not a novel idea in the abstract. It was novel in being applied, with consistency and discipline, by a military commander in the field, in conditions that would have given almost any other nineteenth-century general ample justification for harsher methods. On November 5, 1847, the day after the Diet authorised military action, Dufour issued an Ordre du jour to his division commanders that was among the most remarkable documents in the history of military instruction. It ordered his troops to spare non-combatants. It protected religious personnel and church properties. It required that prisoners be treated with care. It prohibited looting. It declined to deploy Congreve rockets — incendiary weapons that would have been militarily effective against defended towns and villages — because their use against civilians was incompatible with the kind of peace Dufour intended to make.

The order was not sentimental. It was strategic. Dufour was a cartographer as well as a soldier, and he understood that the map of Switzerland after the war would have to be drawn in political lines, not military ones. The Catholic cantons of Central Switzerland were not going anywhere. They would still be there when the fighting stopped, with their populations intact and their identities undamaged or more damaged, depending on how the Federal Army conducted itself. The constitutional settlement that Dufour wanted to see — a federal republic that could genuinely accommodate confessional and linguistic diversity — required that the defeated be able to accept it without humiliation.

Whether such a settlement was achievable — whether the divisions that had brought Switzerland to the edge of permanent fracture could be resolved by a constitution, however intelligently drafted — was not a question that military operations alone could answer. But military operations could make it easier or harder. Dufour chose to make it easier.

In the market towns of the Mittelland, in October and early November of 1847, the soldiers on the roads continued to move. Farmers driving their cattle to autumn pasture encountered columns of men with rifles. Innkeepers found their establishments commandeered for billets. The newspapers, which had been printing increasingly urgent editorials about the Sonderbund crisis for months, began to carry detailed accounts of troop dispositions and speculations about when the fighting would begin.

In Lucerne, Konstantin Siegwart-Müller was reading the same newspapers and composing, with his characteristic precision, the diplomatic communications that he still believed — against diminishing evidence — might produce the European intervention that would save the conservative cause. In his private correspondence, a different note occasionally appears: a recognition that the position was weaker than he publicly maintained, that the European powers were slower to move than he had needed them to be, that the men around him did not all share his nerve or his clarity. He was fifty-one years old. He had spent a decade building the political architecture of conservative Catholic Switzerland, and he was about to see it dismantled in less than a month.

In Geneva, Dufour was studying the maps he had spent decades producing, planning the multi-axis campaign that would encircle the Sonderbund cantons before they could concentrate their forces or receive the foreign support they were expecting. He was sixty years old. He had fought in Napoleonic Italy as a young engineering officer and had spent the decades since building institutions rather than conducting campaigns. He accepted the appointment to command the Federal Army on one condition: that operations would be conducted with strict discipline, and that the goal of military action would be a political settlement, not a military triumph.

The distinction mattered. It was, in the end, the distinction that made Switzerland.

The Federal Treaty of 1815 that was about to be swept away had been designed in the conviction that the differences dividing the Swiss cantons were too great to be governed by anything stronger than a mutual agreement to leave each other alone. The Constitution that would replace it would be designed in a different conviction: that those same differences — of language and confession and economy and tradition — could be accommodated within a federal framework, if the framework was built with sufficient intelligence and sufficient care for the interests of the minority. Whether that conviction was right was the question that the twenty-seven days of November 1847 would decide.

The soldiers on the roads of the Mittelland were the means by which the question was being put. The answer — the Federal Constitution of September 12, 1848, and the concordance democracy that grew from it over the following half-century — lay on the far side of a brief and, by the standards of the era, remarkably restrained war. Getting from one to the other required crossing ground that was not mapped, through a political terrain that no one had navigated before.

But the cartographer was ready. And in the Federal Treaty's crumbling architecture, someone had already found the flaws that would define the first battle: a guarantee of monastic inviolability that one canton had already violated with impunity, and a prohibition on separate alliances that seven cantons had secretly broken. The document that was supposed to hold Switzerland together had instead handed each side its grievances in writing. Understanding how it had come to that — how a treaty designed to freeze Switzerland in peace had instead prepared it for war — requires going back to Vienna in 1815, where the men who were so certain they had solved the Swiss question had, in fact, only deferred it.
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​Chapter 2: The Architecture of Fragmentation — The Federal Treaty of 1815
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In September 1814, the city of Vienna prepared itself for an event without precedent in European history. The Congress that convened there over the following nine months was not simply a peace conference of the kind that had punctuated European statecraft since the Treaty of Westphalia. It was an attempt to reconstruct the political order of an entire continent after a quarter-century of revolutionary upheaval — to reverse, or at least contain, the changes that the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars had made to the map of Europe and to the principles on which that map rested. The men who gathered in Vienna — Metternich of Austria, Castlereagh of Britain, Talleyrand of France, Hardenberg of Prussia, Nesselrode of Russia — were not merely diplomats making territorial adjustments. They were engaged in something closer to constitutional engineering on a continental scale, and they understood themselves as such.

The physical city in which they worked was, in the autumn of 1814, transformed beyond recognition. The Austrian capital, whose normal population of around two hundred and fifty thousand was already among the largest in Europe, had been swollen by an influx of crowned heads, their retinues, their advisers, their hangers-on, and the enormous apparatus of hospitality that the Austrian court had mobilised to receive them. The Emperor Francis I had opened his palaces. The Hofburg blazed with light through the autumn evenings while the real business of the Congress was conducted in private apartments and at table, over dinners that lasted until midnight and conversations that continued until dawn. The Congress danced, as Talleyrand's aide the Prince de Ligne observed, but it also worked: the committees and subcommittees and bilateral consultations that constituted its actual machinery were in near-continuous session from October 1814 through June 1815, producing the interlocking agreements that became the Final Act signed on June 9, 1815, nine days before Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo.

Switzerland appeared in these deliberations as a secondary matter — important enough to require its own committee, insufficient to occupy the attention of the principal powers for long. The Swiss Confederation sent delegates to Vienna: twenty-five of them, representing the various cantonal governments, arriving in a condition of mutual disagreement that perfectly illustrated the Confederation's structural incapacity for collective action. They agreed on almost nothing except that they wanted the independence of the cantons guaranteed and foreign interference in Swiss affairs excluded. On every other question — on the territorial settlement, on the political framework, on the specific provisions of the treaty that would govern the Confederation's future — they divided along the same fault lines that had divided Swiss political life for decades.

What the great powers gave Switzerland at Vienna was not what the Swiss delegates had asked for, because the Swiss delegates had not agreed on what to ask for. What they received was what the powers found it convenient to give them: a settlement designed not for the benefit of Switzerland but for the stability of the European order as the powers conceived it. The Federal Treaty of 7 August 1815 was a document written for European purposes, by European statesmen, with Swiss compliance rather than Swiss participation. Understanding it as anything else is to misread what it was.

The Switzerland that the Congress of Vienna was settling had been through transformations more violent than anything in its previous history. The French invasion of 1798 had ended the old Confederation with a speed that astonished Europe: when General Brune's army crossed the Rhine in January of that year, the cantonal governments that had governed Swiss communities for centuries collapsed within weeks. The patrician oligarchies of Bern and Zürich and Lucerne, whose families had controlled their cities' governments across generations, simply ceased to exist as political forces. The Helvetic Republic that France imposed in their place was the most radical transformation of Swiss institutions since the Reformation: a centralised unitary state on the French model, with a national executive, a national legislature, equal citizenship across all territories, and the abolition of the subject lands that the dominant cantons had governed as dependencies.

The Helvetic Republic was, by most measures, a failure. Its centralised institutions were alien to Swiss political culture, its administrators were frequently incompetent or corrupt, its finances were chronically inadequate, and its dependence on French military protection made it politically illegitimate in the eyes of populations who had valued their autonomy precisely because it had kept them free from foreign domination. The years between 1798 and 1803 saw repeated coups, countercoups, and popular uprisings that left Swiss political life in a state of exhausted paralysis. When Napoleon intervened in 1803 — the Act of Mediation that bears his name dissolved the Helvetic Republic and replaced it with a restored confederation — there was widespread relief, even among populations whose political sympathies were by no means Bonapartist.

Napoleon's Mediation had given Switzerland nineteen cantons (six new ones created from former subject territories) and a federal structure considerably stronger than the old pre-1798 Confederation while falling well short of the centralised Helvetic state. The Diet that governed the Confederation under the Mediation had real, if limited, authority: it could conduct foreign policy, maintain a federal army, and take decisions on matters of cantonal relations without requiring unanimous consent. The arrangement was not democracy, and it was not sovereignty in the modern sense, but it was functional governance of a kind that the old Confederation had never managed and the Helvetic Republic had tried and failed to provide.

When Napoleon fell, the political logic of the Mediation fell with him. The cantonal governments that had been restored in 1803 had spent a decade acquiring the habits of authority, and they were not disposed to surrender it voluntarily. The conservative powers that were reconstructing Europe had their own reasons for preferring a Switzerland of sovereign cantons to a Switzerland with a functional central government: a weak confederation could not threaten its neighbours, could not develop independent foreign policy ambitions, and could not serve as a model or a refuge for the liberal and nationalist movements that Metternich spent his career trying to suppress. The Federal Treaty of 1815 was the product of all these interests — cantonal conservatism, Swiss particularism, and the great-power preference for a controllable Switzerland — working in the same direction at the same moment.

The treaty itself was a document of deliberate modesty. In twenty-two articles it re-established the Confederation, defined its membership, described its institutions, and set the outer limits of its competence — all in terms carefully chosen to prevent the accumulation of any meaningful central authority. The Confederation of 1815 had no executive. It had no judiciary. It had no power of taxation. It had no standing army, only the right to requisition contingents from the cantonal militias in time of emergency, and even that right was qualified by the requirement that the cantons provide and equip their contingents according to their own standards and traditions. The Federal Diet that served as the Confederation's sole governing body was, as the treaty constituted it, something barely distinguishable from a permanent diplomatic conference.

The Tagsatzung — the assembly that met under the rotating presidency of three alternating presiding cantons, the Vororte of Zürich, Bern, and Lucerne — was constituted in a manner that made significant collective decision-making nearly impossible. Each canton sent a single delegate, regardless of population: the city of Zürich, with its tens of thousands of inhabitants and its nascent industrial economy, had exactly the same single vote as the tiny half-canton of Appenzell Innerrhoden. The delegate was not elected by the canton's population but appointed by its government, and was bound by precise instructions on every matter of substance. This system of mandatory instructions — the Instruktionszwang — meant that no delegate could exercise independent judgment, reach a compromise position on the floor of the assembly, or respond flexibly to the arguments of his counterparts. When a significant question arose, the delegate was obliged to report back to his cantonal government for guidance, creating a cycle of consultation that could take weeks and frequently produced deadlock even on matters of obvious common interest.

Decisions of ordinary importance required a majority of the cantonal votes. Decisions of constitutional significance — amendments to the Federal Treaty itself — required the unanimous consent of all twenty-two cantons, a threshold so demanding that it effectively placed the treaty's provisions beyond the reach of any reform process that depended on the voluntary agreement of all parties. For a treaty governing a society undergoing rapid social and economic change, this was not a feature but a flaw — and its architects, or at least the most thoughtful among them, knew it. The unanimity requirement was not an oversight. It was a guarantee, written into the treaty by the conservative cantons for precisely the same reason that such provisions are always written into constitutional documents by minorities who know they will remain minorities: as a veto on change.

The Confederation that the 1815 Treaty created had, in theory, specific competences in foreign affairs, military organisation, and the mediation of disputes between cantons. In practice, these competences were so hedged with cantonal prerogatives that they could rarely be exercised. The Diet could negotiate treaties with foreign powers, but the cantons retained extensive rights to conduct their own foreign relations. The Diet could call for federal military contingents, but the cantons controlled their militias, set their own training standards, and were free — within wide limits — to interpret their military obligations as they chose. The mediation of inter-cantonal disputes was theoretically a federal responsibility, but the treaty provided no enforcement mechanism that did not depend on the cooperation of the cantons being asked to comply.

The men in Vienna who designed this arrangement were not unaware of its deficiencies. They were designing for European purposes, not Swiss ones. A Switzerland whose central government could raise taxes, maintain an independent army, and conduct binding foreign policy without cantonal consent was a Switzerland that could behave as a sovereign state — that could, in principle, align itself with France or Prussia or Austria as its interests dictated, or serve as a sanctuary for the political exiles and conspiratorial networks that the conservative powers spent the post-Napoleonic decades trying to suppress. The Federal Treaty's institutional incapacity was not a failure of diplomatic imagination but a deliberate design choice. It produced a Switzerland that could be guaranteed and managed from outside — and that was, from Metternich's perspective, its highest virtue.

The twenty-two cantons that the 1815 Treaty governed were not a homogeneous collection of communities temporarily divided by political disagreement. They were distinct societies with different histories, different economies, different languages, different confessions, and — in certain crucial respects — different centuries. To describe them as if they were simply the administrative subdivisions of a latent Swiss nation waiting to be unified is to import the conclusion of the story into its beginning. In 1815, and still in 1847, the question of whether Switzerland was a nation in the sense that France or England or Portugal were nations — a community bound by a shared identity deep enough to sustain a common state — was genuinely open.

The Protestant cantons of the Swiss Plateau occupied the most economically dynamic region of the Confederation. Zürich, which would by mid-century be the largest and wealthiest of the Swiss cities, had been transformed since the late eighteenth century by the cotton-spinning industry: first the putting-out system in which rural households processed raw cotton for urban merchants, then the factory system in which water-powered mills concentrated production in the river valleys of the canton. By the 1830s, the region around Zürich and the adjacent Canton of Aargau contained one of the densest concentrations of textile manufacturing in continental Europe. The economic geography of the Mittelland was changing accordingly: new mill towns appearing along the rivers, new roads and bridges connecting them to each other and to the urban markets, new classes of industrial workers whose livelihoods depended on conditions — access to raw materials, freedom of commercial movement, uniform legal protection across cantonal boundaries — that the 1815 framework could not provide.

Bern, the largest canton by area, was less industrialised but equally oriented toward the economic and political possibilities of a unified national market. Its governing class — predominantly German-speaking, Protestant, and patrician by tradition, reforming in its politics after the Regeneration of the early 1830s — understood that Bern's influence within any future federal state would be considerable, and its support for constitutional reform was in part the enthusiasm of a community that had calculated its interest in the new order with some care. Vaud and Geneva, the French-speaking Protestant cantons in the west, brought different traditions — Geneva in particular carried the intellectual legacy of Calvin's republic and of the Enlightenment culture that had made it one of Europe's great centres of philosophical debate — but shared the broad orientation toward liberal constitutional government and economic modernisation.

The Catholic cantons of Central Switzerland occupied a different world. Uri, at the base of the Gotthard Pass, had been the mountain gateway through which the north-south trade of Europe had flowed for centuries, and the revenues from that transit had shaped its economy and its politics alike. Schwyz, which had given its name to the entire Confederation, was a community of pastoralists and soldiers, its economy built around the export of cattle and the export of men. Unterwalden — divided since the fifteenth century into the two half-cantons of Obwalden and Nidwalden, a complication that reflected the intensity with which Swiss communities defended their particular identities — was among the smallest and poorest communities in the Confederation, its alpine valleys supporting a subsistence economy supplemented by the same mercenary tradition that sustained Schwyz.

Lucerne was different in kind from the other Catholic cantons: an actual city, with a genuine urban economy based on trade, administration, and the services that a cantonal capital required. It was wealthy enough to sustain a governing class of some sophistication, conservative enough to have resisted the liberal wave of the Regeneration, and politically central enough — as one of the three Vororte, the alternating presiding cantons of the Federal Diet — to lend whatever cause it supported a legitimacy that the smaller alpine cantons could not provide. The decision made by Lucerne's conservative government in 1844 to invite the Jesuit order to run its cantonal schools would prove to be the single most consequential political decision of the pre-war decade, and understanding why Lucerne made it requires understanding what Lucerne was: not a backward mountain community defending ancient privileges, but a self-confident cantonal capital whose leadership had concluded that the liberal programme for Switzerland was incompatible with the society they governed.

Fribourg and Valais were cases of their own. Fribourg was a bilingual canton — French and German — whose Catholic character was more uniformly conservative than Lucerne's but whose geographic position in the western Plateau gave it a different economic and strategic situation from the alpine cantons. Valais, the long valley running east from the Rhône toward the Italian Alps, was among the most remote and traditional communities in the Confederation, its social fabric so thoroughly interwoven with Catholic institutional life that the distinctions between ecclesiastical and civil authority that the Radical liberals were trying to enforce there had almost no purchase in local reality.

These seven cantons — Lucerne, Uri, Schwyz, Obwalden, Nidwalden, Zug, Fribourg, and Valais — were not a natural political coalition. They shared Catholic confession and conservative political orientation, but their economic situations were different, their relationships to cantonal sovereignty were different, and their calculations about what the future might hold were different. What united them, increasingly through the 1840s, was a shared sense that the existing confederation offered them inadequate protection against a liberal majority that appeared both willing and able to use the machinery of federal authority to impose its programme on communities that had not chosen it.

The Federal Treaty's two most consequential provisions were Articles 6 and 12, and their subsequent history is a masterclass in the dangers of embedding specific substantive commitments in a constitutional document designed to last.

Article 6 prohibited the cantons from entering into alliances with one another or with foreign powers that were prejudicial to the Confederation or to the rights of other cantons. The provision was a direct response to the memory of the pre-1798 Confederation, in which bilateral military agreements between individual cantons had repeatedly divided the Confederation against itself and created the conditions for foreign intervention. Its purpose was to prevent any group of cantons from constituting itself as a power bloc within the confederation — to ensure that the confederation remained, at all times, a community of all its members rather than a coalition of some of them.

The prohibition made sense in 1815. It would be cited in 1846 as the legal basis for the Federal Diet's demand that the Sonderbund be dissolved — and the Sonderbund's response to that citation would raise one of the most difficult questions in constitutional law: what is a polity supposed to do when the institutions designed to protect the rights of all its members are systematically wielded against one community in particular? The conservative cantons did not deny that the Sonderbund technically violated Article 6. They argued that the violation was justified by prior violations of other treaty provisions by the liberal majority — that the confederation's reciprocal obligations had already been broken before they formed their defensive alliance, and that Article 6 could not be enforced by a majority that had itself breached the treaty's terms. Whether this argument was legally sound was, in the autumn of 1847, a question being debated by lawyers across Switzerland. It was answered not by lawyers but by soldiers.

Article 12 was the guarantee of monastic inviolability. In its specific terms, it protected the monasteries of the Swiss cantons from dissolution or expropriation by cantonal governments — a provision aimed directly at preventing the kind of dissolution that Josephine reforms in Austria, Napoleonic spoliation in the Italian states, and the general secularising tendency of the age had produced elsewhere. The monasteries of Switzerland — Benedictine, Cistercian, Franciscan, Dominican — were among the oldest continuous institutions in the country. Muri Abbey in Aargau traced its foundation to the eleventh century. St. Gallen's great monastic library held manuscripts that predated the Confederation by half a millennium. These were not merely religious institutions but cultural and economic ones: employers, landowners, schools, hospitals, repositories of artistic and intellectual heritage. Their protection in Article 12 was not purely a concession to clerical interest but a recognition of the role they played in the fabric of the communities that surrounded them.

The article would be violated in January 1841 when the Radical government of Canton Aargau closed all eight of its Catholic monasteries in retaliation for conservative unrest. The violation was legally indefensible under the treaty's plain text. The Federal Diet majority condemned the action and demanded the monasteries' restoration — and then proved completely unable to enforce that demand against a cantonal government that simply refused to comply. The consequences of that impotence were felt not in the immediate political controversy but in the longer-term calculations of the conservative cantons, who drew from it a conclusion that would prove decisive: that the Federal Treaty's protections for minority communities were only as reliable as the political will of the Diet's majority to enforce them, and that political will could not be relied upon when the community being protected was the one the majority was trying to reform.

The structural incapacity of the Federal Diet was not merely a practical inconvenience. It was a philosophical problem — or, more precisely, it became a philosophical problem as the assumptions on which the 1815 settlement rested came under increasing strain. The men who had drafted the Federal Treaty had been operating within an intellectual framework inherited from the old Confederation: the assumption that the cantons were sovereign communities whose relationship to each other was contractual, voluntary, and terminable, and that the confederation existed to serve the cantons rather than the other way around.

This assumption had deep historical roots. The original alliances of the forest cantons in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries had been explicitly contractual: communities agreeing to support each other in specific circumstances, for defined purposes, while retaining all other aspects of their governance. The gradual expansion of the Confederation across the following two centuries had been accomplished not through conquest or absorption but through the accretion of new bilateral agreements, each negotiated separately, each preserving the particularity of the community being added. The result was a political structure of extraordinary complexity — a web of bilateral and multilateral agreements, subject territories, affiliated lands, and associated communities — that defied any simple characterisation but that rested, at its foundation, on the principle that membership in the confederation was a matter of choice and that no canton's sovereignty could be overridden by the collective decision of the others.

By the 1830s and 1840s, this principle was being challenged by a different intellectual framework, derived ultimately from the democratic theory of the French Revolution but modified by the specifically Swiss circumstances in which it was being applied. The Radical liberals who were transforming the constitutions of the Plateau cantons argued that the confederation was not simply a treaty among sovereign states but an expression of a Swiss national will — that the Swiss people, taken as a whole, had collective interests and collective rights that could not be vetoed by individual cantonal governments, and that the confederation's institutions should reflect and serve that national will rather than subordinate it to cantonal sovereignty. From this position, the unanimity requirement of the Federal Treaty was not a reasonable protection for minority communities but a tyranny of the smallest and most backward cantons over the progressive majority — a mechanism by which Uri, with a few thousand inhabitants, could block changes demanded by the hundreds of thousands of citizens of Zürich and Bern.

The conservative cantons held to the contractual view with equal conviction. The confederation was a compact freely entered into by sovereign communities, and no majority — however large, however democratic in its internal organisation — had the right to alter its terms without the consent of all parties. If the liberal majority in the Diet declared the Sonderbund treaty illegal, as it did in July 1847, it was acting ultra vires — beyond its legal authority — and the affected cantons had not merely the right but the obligation to resist. The constitutional arguments on both sides were genuinely serious, which was one reason why the confrontation proved so difficult to resolve through legal and political channels.

The deeper difficulty was that neither framework — the contractual sovereignty of the cantons or the national will of the Swiss people — had any mechanism for resolving disputes between them except force. The Federal Treaty provided no federal court with jurisdiction over constitutional questions. The Diet could declare something illegal, but it had no enforcement mechanism that did not ultimately rest on the coercive power of the majority against the minority. And the minority, having concluded that the majority's coercive power would be used against its interests, had formed a defensive alliance to resist it. The logic of the crisis, once the initial flashpoints of the early 1840s had done their work, ran with a certain terrible clarity toward a confrontation that the institutions of the confederation were constitutionally incapable of preventing.

The Swiss economy of the 1820s and 1830s made the political problem harder rather than easier. The industrialisation of the Plateau cantons was creating pressures for economic integration that the Federal Treaty's framework could not accommodate, and the frustrations this generated were accumulating in the balance sheets of Zürich merchants and Aargau mill owners who had no principled objection to cantonal diversity but had very strong objections to the practical costs it imposed on their commercial activities.

The internal customs system of the confederation was, by the 1830s, an absurdity whose continuation was explicable only by the structural inability of the Diet to do anything about it. A merchant shipping goods from Geneva to St. Gallen crossed multiple cantonal boundaries, each of which might impose its own tolls, each of which enforced its own customs regulations and its own standards of inspection. The
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