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8 Corporatism, Agricultural

Modernization and War in Ireland
and Switzerland, 1935-1955

Peter Moser and Tony Varley

INTRODUCTION

Besides having small territories and democratically organized states that
survived the turmoil of the inter-war period, Ireland and Switzerland are
also distinctive for having remained neutral in the Second World War and
for having escaped the devastations the conflict brought to others. As much
as the economic effects of the war were keenly felt, state—farmer relations
in both countries present a striking contrast before, during, and for quite
some time after the war years. In highly industrialized Switzerland we can
observe the state authorities continuing to pursue an inclusive corporatist
strategy based on a well-developed institutionalized framework of working
relations between the administration, the farming organizations under the
leadership of the Swiss Farmers’ Union (SFU, established in 1897), and the
educational and scientific community. Under these arrangements farming
organizations were being encouraged and guided by the 1930s to interpret
their role as one of executing state policy nearly as much as representing
their members. '

On the other hand, the young Irish state, presiding over an economy
built upon export agriculture that had become even more agricultural with
partition,! was strongly opposed to accepting the Irish Farmers’ Federation
(IFF), an aspiring umbrella organization founded in 1936, as a representa-
tive of the farmers and as a means of executing state policy. While in North-
ern Ireland ‘a monopolistic consultative relationship’ obtained between the
Ulster Farmers’® Union with close ties to the ruling Unionist Party and the
Ministry of Agriculture,? the Irish Free State opted for a de facto strategy of
exclusion, which contributed significantly to the radicalization and politi-
cization of prominent farmer activists like Elizabeth F. Bobbett, the IFF’s
general secretary, who were perceived as opponents rather than allies of
the state by the Fianna Fail administration. But the struggle for Irish agri-
cultural corporatism did not cease with the rejection of the IFF. Other civil
society actors also became convinced that Irish agriculture would never
.prosper in the longer run unless corporatist state—farmer relations were
instituted. The Catholic corporatist demand for closer relations between
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the state and civil society groups ultimately led in 1939 to the state conced-
ing a Commission on Vocational Organisation. This commission, whose
purpose was to examine and report on ‘the practicability of developing
functional or vocational organisation in the circumstances of this country’,
published its final report and recommendations in 1944,

While the Swiss and Irish governments had chosen very different strat-
egies to reach their agricultural goals, the goals themselves did not differ
significantly in the 1930s. Both executives aspired to create a better and
more efficient agriculture capable of supporting the industrializing pro-
cess and feeding the national population. In both countries agricultural
modernization in the 1930s and 1940s primarily meant producing more
food for their citizens more efficiently than before. Our task then is not
only to ascertain and describe the more or less obvious differences and
similarities between the two countries, but also to consider the reasons
behind the observable patterns.

It has been argued that states with corporatist state—farmer relations
were better placed historically to successfully modernize their agricultural
sectors.* This well-substantiated conclusion begs two questions: firstly,
how exactly did corporatism function as a necessary condition of agricul-
tural modernization? And, secondly, what effects did corporatism have for
farmers and agriculture? Taking these questions as our point of departure,
two more specific questions will serve to structure our discussion here. The
first asks: why was it that corporatist state—farmer relations had become so
well established in inter-war Switzerland while quite the opposite was true
in Ireland? The second question asks: what implications did this diverging
pattern have for attempts to promote agricultural modernization and for
farmers and their respective agricultural sectors? The answers to these two
questions will then provide baselines against which we can consider how
the Second World War impacted on corporatist state—farmer relations in
Switzerland and Ireland both during the conflict and in the decades imme-
diately following it.

CORPORATISM, MODERNIZATION,
AND SUBORDINATION

Corporatism, which can be viewed from the perspectives of state elites and
organized civil society interests, is sometimes associated with fascist and
authoritarian regimes. And in Ireland, too, we find the espousal of authori-
tarian corporatist ideas in the 1930s, with the fascist-sympathizing Gen-
eral Eoin O’Duffy even founding a short-lived National Corporate Party
in 1935.5 But in the inter-war period, and indeed for much of the twentieth
century, corporatism was a significant principle of governance in liberal
capitalist societies like Switzerland and the United States.® In his classic
account of the phenomenon, Philippe Schmitter suggests that central to the
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ideal-typical corporatist system of interest representation is the way certain
organized interests are selectively ‘recognized or licensed (if not created)
by the state and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within
their respective catégories in exchange for observing certain controls on
their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports’” Such
a conception of corporatism implies a tight structure of control that states
can impose on civil society groups very much with their own interests and
purposes in mind. Two crucial dimensions underpin this structure of con-
trol: who the state authorities accept to be legitimate representatives of
~ economic imterests and #ow they choose to use these interests to advance
their own economic policies.®

Why should civil society groups be keen to participate in such corporat-
ist arrangements if they are to be treated as a means to the state’s ends?
One possibility suggests that civil society interests have much to gain from
participation—both in representational and material terms.® A contrasting
possibility points to how one-sided corporatist relationships can become
and to how much incorporation exposes civil society interests, especially.
working-class ones, to the risk of becoming active accomplices in their own
ongoing subordination.™

Modernization, no less than corporatism, can be viewed from the per-
spectives of state elites and civil society interests. Ambitious state elites, we
suggest, tend to take agricultural modernization to be at once transforma-
tive of the status quo and historically progressive.!' For twentieth-century
modernizing state elites the movement towards more market-oriented and
larger-scale farming, as perceived preconditions of constantly increasing
output and enhancing labour productivity, came above all else to signify
what was transformative and historically progressive. Other, less-flagged
modernizing changes have seen the partial replacement of biotic by min-
eral resources in agriculture since the 1950s, as had happened in manu-
facturing since the thermo-industrial revolution,'? and the displacement of
large farms by family farms and of paid labour by family labour.!? These
examples of displacement illustrate how modernizing change, in a way that
parallels corporatism itself, can produce ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ among the
farming community. ,

Viewed from a critical political economy perspective, agricultural mod-
ernization can be seen as subordinating farmers as a group. An early expres-
sion of this subordination thesis is found in the remark of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels in 1848 that in the emerging industrial era the countryside
would find itself being progressively subjected ‘to the rule of the towns’.!"*
Similarly Eric Hobsbawm observes of the 1848-1875 period that ‘what a
growing part of agriculture all over the world had in common was sub-
jection to the industrial world economy’.’> The subordination Hobsbawm
points to here had economic and political dimensions. On the economic
front farmers as ‘price-takers’ had little option but to conform to their
assigned role as cheap food providers. And as their numbers grew thinner
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and the representatives of organized farming interests became more and
more co-opted by the state, the political influence of farmers contracted.

CORPORATISM IN SWITZERLAND AND ITS RELATIVE
ABSENCE IN IRELAND BEFORE WORLD WAR II

To understand the corporatist character of state—farmers relations in inter-
war Switzerland we must first look at developments in the period before,
during, and after World War 1. The emerging pattern since the 1880s
assumed a path dependency that saw formalized working relations evoly-
ing between a state, diversely constituted on the federal and cantonal levels,
and an agricultural sector represented by a large and diverse set of farming,
educational, and scientific organizations. What was also present was the
practice of the state empowering civil society actors to act as intermediaries
in industry and commerce before agriculture got its turn—a feature signifi-
cantly absent in the predominantly agricultural inter-war Ireland.'

The era of liberalism from the 1830s to the 1870s proved decisive to
the agricultural sector’s standing in Switzerland’s emerging industrial soci-
ety. Producers were freed from many restrictions on selling their surplus
products.”” The replacement of tithes with taxes put a constant pressure on
farmers to increase production for the market; the farmers began to cre-
ate their own societies at the local, cantonal, and national levels. In 1863,
the Swiss Agricultural Association (Schweizerischer Landwirtschaftlicher
Verein) emerged as an umbrella body for the newly emerging agricultural
associations as well as for some older improving societies surviving from
the eighteenth century.’® Alongside the wave of new farmers’ organizations
at the local and regional levels emerging in the 1880s and 1890s, a depart-
ment of agriculture was established at the Swiss Technical University in
Zurich (ETH) in 1871. It provided for the training of agronomists who
mostly became teachers in the agricultural colleges running winter classes
for young farmers.!” This educational campaign gathered further momen-
rum when the federal state established an agricultural section within the
Department of Trade and Commerce in 1882. Two years later the federal
state began to support farming self-help initiatives financially. Yet, in spite
of the state’s positive disposition, the consensus among the organizing farm-
ers and agronomists was that the agricultural societies should continue to
focus on ‘the barn, the field, the garden and the orchard, not the town hall’,
as Friedrich Gottlieb Stebler, a trained farmer who became an internation-
ally known agronomist, put it.?* Of course, emphasizing the production
agriculture’s importance did not mean ignoring the state’s centrality and
the issue of political representation. From the 1880s we find the emerging
farming societies participating in state-aided improvement schemes when-
ever the chance arose.”
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A new era in state—farmers relations commenced in the early 1890s when
peasant leagues (Bauernbiinde) emerged in a few cantons. These criticized
the liberal administration and existing agricultural societies alike—advo-
cating another way out of the crisis to that of the educated ‘establishment’.
The peasant leagues emphasized debt relief and reducing state expenditure.
They provoked the agricultural societies, dominated by liberal forces, into
establishing a new umbrella body capable of embracing all existing agricul-
tural associations and representing the entire farming population. The fed-
eral state supported the formation of the SFU in 1897 and mandated it to
" mzintain a Bauernsekretariatl in order to collect, analyze, and disseminate
agricultural statistical data of use to the state as well. The energetic young
agronomist Ernst Laur, the SFU’s first director, immediately set about turn-
ing the Bauernsekretariat into the union’s scientific wing.?? Statistical data
concerning prices, costs, and margins, derived from the systematic book-
keeping efforts of hundreds of small and medium-sized farms, gave the
union a potent resource in negotiating with commercial interests and soon
with the state itself. _

Not only did the SFU fight vigorously for what were often contradictory
farming interests, but it greatly assisted the federal state in pursuing its own
agricultural policy, especially when it came to negotiating new tariff agree-
ments for industrial and agricultural products with neighbouring states. In
addition, the statistical data relating to prices, costs, and margins facilitated
the newly established milk producers’ associations to challenge what had
become the unquestioned mechanism for fixing the milk price in the nine-
teenth century: the producers’ domestic price for liquid milk was simply
derived from the price of cheese on the international market. A “fair price’
for liquid milk, it was now forcefully argued by the organized milk produc-
ers, must cover both the production costs of rational production units and
reflect the high quality and nutritional value of liquid milk delivered to
the consumer’s door. Beginning in 1908 the milk producers waged a series
of ‘milk wars’ against the combined forces of cheese manufacturers and
exporters, milk powder exporters, chocolate producers, and, increasingly,
the consumers’ movement as well. The real significance of these ‘milk wars’
lies in the new method of fixing agricultural prices that the producers were
ultimately able to win. Furthermore, all the relevant interests—the pro-
ducers, manufacturers, exporters, milk vendors, and consumers—would
henceforth regularly sit around the negotiating table, deciding prices and
margins together.?3

The new milk price-fixing arrangement had yet to be fully tested when
the First World War broke out. As it happened wartime emergency con-
ditions strengthened the still young arrangements by almost immediately
leading to the formation of a state-recognized coalition of exporters, trad-
ers, manufactures, producers, and consumers whose aim was to safeguard
the domestic food supply and to provide for a minimal level of exports.?*
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But even with far-reaching state intervention in the form of compulsory
tillage, price ceilings, delivery obligations, and many new initiatives by
workers, industrialists, and farm-women to increase food production, it
became increasingly difficult to ensure adequate food supplies for consum-
ers at affordable prices. This shortage of food, due to bad harvests and
serious interruptions of the international food trade from 1916 onwards,
and its high cost—even the experience of hunger in some cases—became
important contributory causes of the general strike in the autumn of 1918
which instigated the most serious socio-political crisis to beset the modern
Swiss state since its foundation in 1848.

‘Never again a 1918!” became the rallying cry of those advocating the
‘new food and agricultural policy’, which pursued a reorientation of agri-
cultural production towards the needs of consumers at home and away
from satisfying export market demand. It was the agronomists, uniformly
trained at the ETH in Zurich, who gave vital leadership by ensuring that
elements of the different experimental initiatives inspired by the wartime
food crisis found their way into the new food and agricultural policy. Even
when food shortage gave way again to food abundance in the early 1920s,
the consensus was not to return to the Danish, Dutch, or Irish model of
having a primarily export agriculture. A tacit understanding now prevailed
within the state and across civil society that the agricultural sector’s basic
function was to feed the national population, three-quarters of which had
little or no chance (since the urbanization of the nineteenth century) to
make a direct contribution to food provision.

Most elements of the evolving policy were systematically brought
together in the so-called ‘neo-agrarian policy’ launched in 1938. Towards
the close of that year the exact character of the ‘new’ policy was made
clear when Friedrich T. Wahlen, one of the most influential agronomists
and than a high official in the agricultural section of the department and
simultaneously the director of a research station, addressed the cantonal
ministers for agriculture. The federal state, Wahlen declared, was now in
need of the active support of all farmers to safeguard the Swiss population’s
food security. To achieve this end, he continued, the state was willing to
guarantee the farmers ‘a right to work’ and a ‘fair wage’—provided they
produced what the administration decided was required by the consum-
ers.”’ Agriculture was no longer simply a private business; it was now to be
properly regarded as a ‘public service’ whose delivery would depend on the
actions of a relatively large number of predominantly small and medium-
sized family farms.?$

When war broke out in September 1939 the difference between Switzer-
land and Ireland could hardly have been more pronounced where state—
farmer relations were concerned. While the Swiss state was now de facto
‘employing’ the farming population in order to produce the country’s food
requirements, the IFF, the body that aspired to play the same role as the
SFU, saw itself not only systematically excluded from all decision-making
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processes concerning state agricultural policy, but, in a metaphorical sense,
to even be ‘at war’ with the state.?” How had such a situation come about?

In searching for relevant answers it would be hard to over-emphasize
* the underlying structural importance of Ireland’s de-industrialized econ-
omy. In marked contrast to early industrialized Switzerland with a growing
population (4,266,000 in 1941 of which 20.3 per cent was agricultural),?
Ireland’s lack of industrialization and its smaller and falling population
(2,955,000 in 1946 of which 45.7 per cent were agricultural)? proved to be
a fundamental and persisting obstacle to the creation of corporatist state—
farmer retations. Looking at the Swiss, British, and Northern Irish cases
illustrates how much more likely it was for the political elite of an industrial
society to establish working relations with organized farmers than was so
in a largely agrarian society.*®

Alongside this underlying constraint there existed a number of specific
Irish obstacles, such as the tendency for Irish farmers to form agrarian -
parties in the inter-war period. The polarization of Irish politics around
the fracture in the nationalist movement, and the continuing threat up to
the mid-1930s of civil war resuming at any time, present a strong contrast
to Switzerland’s relative stable democracy.® Soon after Southern Ireland
reached political independence in the form of the Dominion status within
the British Empire granted by the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, Irish farmers
and nationalists who had been close political allies for half a century sud-
denly became rivals. The Irish Farmers’ Union (IFU), established in 1911-
1912 as a would-be national alliance of county-based branches modelled
on the British National Farmers® Union, decided in 1922 to form its own
Farmers’ Party. This politicization of a trade union was a response to the
social, economic, and political turbulence of the immediate post-war years
that left the IFU’s leadership fearful of the threats posed by radicalized ‘red
flag’ labourers, the post-war economic slump, and the country’s slide into
civil war.%

Before long the sundering of the nationalist movement produced the
_emerging party system’s- fundamental polarization, one that neither the
Farmers’ Party of the 1920s nor any of the subsequent farmers’ parties
were able to transcend to any significant degree. For their part the pro- and
anti-Treaty nationalist parties, Cumann na nGaedheal (League of the Gael)
and (from 1926) Fianna F4il (Soldiers of Destiny), who themselves relied
heavily on farmers’ votes,3 perceived organized farmers primarily as an
electoral threat. They claimed to be the true and legitimate representatives
of farming interests in the political sphere ‘and made ritualistic reference to
traditional rural virtues’.

By the early 1930s, when the United Farmers’ Protection Association
(UFPA) appeared, the Farmers’ Party, which had actively supported the
pro-Treaty government between 1927 and 1932, was a spent force. The
UFPA, like the emerging anti-treaty Fianna Fdil party, was in favour of a
tillage-friendly agricultural policy. The main aim of the UFPA, however,
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was to deal with the ‘frozen debts’ farmers had accumulated during the
years of monetary inflation. But soon high rates and low livestock prices
became as important as the debt question to the union-like UFPA.* In
contrast, the National Farmers’ and Ratepayers’ League (NFRL) formed
in 1932 in response to a ruinous ‘economic war’ and to fears that a tillage-
oriented agricultural policy would undermine the export-oriented cattle
economy.? It aligned itself with other anti-Fianna Fail farmers’ organiza-
tions such as the National Agricultural Association in Dublin and the New
Land League in Cork, before following in the IFU’s footsteps by becoming
an agrarian party, the National Centre Party. Shortly after contesting the
1933 election quite promisingly it coalesced with Cumann na nGaedheal
and the ‘shirted’ National Guard to form the new pro-Treaty Fine Gael
(Tribe of the Gael) party.?”

At first relations between the UFPA and these new groups were less than
friendly, since some of their members were active in the anti-annuities cam-
paign that was supported and partly organized by the Blueshirts or Army
Comrades Association that became the National Guard in 1933. But the
differences between them faded when they all experienced the same rejec-
tion at the hands of an unsympathetic administration. A push for unity
among farmers organizations began and an umbrella-type nationwide
organization—the IFF—materialized in September 1936.% The IFF, which
registered as a trade union in April 1937 under the leadership of Elizabeth
Bobbett who farmed herself in County Wicklow, set out to do three things:
transcend civil war and other divisions that were causing farmer disunity,
represent the farming interest at the national level, and negotiate with the
state on behalf of Irish farmers.?

While the organizational strength and electoral appeal of all these orga-
nizations were strongest in the larger farm counties of the east and south,
they were rather weak or non-existent in the western smallholder counties
of Connacht and Ulster. It was here, where the cattle crisis of the 1930s hit
the small farmers hardest, that Clann na Talmhan (Family of the Land)
mobilized an indigenous farmers’ movement in 1938-1939.%° Clann na
Talmhan advocated a somewhat different agricultural policy to that of the
IFF, focusing on the demand for de-rating that would favour smallholders.
In spite of a number of unity meetings in 1938-1939, the IFF and Clann
na Talmhan failed to agree on a common policy, not to speak of a uni-
fied organization. The economic, social, political, and cultural differences
between the western smallholders and the ‘Lords of the Pale’, as Martin
Finnerty (one of the western activists) described the representatives of the
larger eastern farmers, gulfed too wide to bridge at this point.

This failure highlights a second fundamental difference between Ireland
and Switzerland: the land question. The lack of a Swiss landlord class, or
even the existence of a substantial number of large farms,*! helped make the
formation of an umbrella-type farmers union at the end of the nineteenth
century possible. Compared with Ireland the distribution of agricultural
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land was relatively equal in Switzerland. In spite of an ambitious land
reform that transferred the ownership of the landlords’ tenanted land to the
tenants, numerous large farms and even ‘ranches’ managed to survive—or
were newly created—in post-independence Ireland.

A third specific reason for the absence of any significant corporatist-
like state—farmer relations in inter-war Ireland was the position the Irish
state adopted towards the organized farmers. While the British state pri-
marily viewed Irish farmers as close allies of the nationalists at the end
of the nineteenth century, the Fianna Fail party, continuously in power
betweenr 1932 amd 1548, saw them as political rivals as well as opponents
of the newly adopted industrial and agricultural policies heavily centred
on self-sufficiency and tillage. Unlike the pro-Treaty Cumann na nGaed-
heal governments of the 1920s, which tended to see the organized farm-
ers both as rivals and potential allies, Fianna Fiil in power only perceived
them as competitors and as representatives of the big farmer class hostile to
the new agricultural policy.® It had no intention therefore of entering into
corporatist-style negotiations with the IFF.*} James Ryan, the Minister for
Agriculture, accused the IFF of being anti-nationalist and bluntly told them
that they were free to seek a mandate at the next general election if they felt
discontented.** But fearing that contesting elections would provoke a debil-
itating split within the farmers, the IFF refused to contest the 1938 election
that saw Fianna Fiil being returned to power with an even larger majority. -
In January 1939, the IFF called on James Ryan to resign; and in April they
staged a one-day commodity strike and protest march in Dublin—led by
Elizabeth Bobbett riding on a white horse.*

That relations between the IFF and the state deteriorated in this environ-
ment is hardly surprising. But the extent to which this happened is note-
worthy. The police were instructed to closely observe and report on the
activities of IFF activists like Bobbett. Indeed, the reports of the Guards
sent to observe farmers’ meetings in the 1930s and 1940s yield consider-
able insight into the IFF’s activities—and into the financial and personal
situations of some of its more prominent members. ‘It is doubtful if Miss
Bobbett will make a genuine effort to pay her land annuities’, noted one
policeman observing IFF activities in County Wicklow in 1937.4¢

CORPORATISM, MODERNIZATION,
AND FARMER SUBORDINATION

By 1939 corporatism and agricultural modernization were intimately con-
nected in Switzerland. Typically modernizing moves were jointly initi-
ated by educational institutions, the state, and the farmers’ organizations.
Critical to the underlying corporatist structure of Swiss state—~farmer rela-
tions was the practice, evident from the 1880s on, of an increasing num-
ber of farmers’ sons attending the winter courses of the newly established
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agricultural colleges. A good number of these graduates went on to the
ETH in Zurich and usually returned as professors to their colleges, which
only employed academically trained teachers. Here they often acted addi-
tionally as advisors to the farmers or worked for agricultural associations
in the summer months when their teaching obligations were modest. Other
agronomists became full-time state officials or, more often, representa-
tives of farmers’ organizations after in many cases serving a period in the
SFU’s Bauernsekretariat. Frequently, representatives from farmers’ orga-
nizations went into politics, becoming members of the federal parliament
or ministers at the cantonal level. The regular movement of agronomists
between farmers’ associations, educational and scientific institutions, and
the administration was a characteristic element in Switzerland, but one
notably absent in Ireland. Joseph Kippeli, a farmer’s son who graduated
from an agricultural college and studied at the ETH in Zurich, personifies
this mobility of agronomists. Kippeli’s career took him from being general
secretary of a national breeders’ association and teacher and later head of
an agricultural college to becoming the director of a research institution
before ultimately being appointed general secretary of the agricultural sec-
tion of the Department of Trade and Commerce. In his new capacity Kap-
peli continued to attend numerous meetings of the executives of the crucial
farmers’ organizations.

Tt was this close interaction of the state, educational and scientific institu-
tions, and civil society actors—so notably absent in inter-war Ireland—that
provided both the foundation of Swiss agricultural corporatism and the
seedbed for successful agricultural modernization. Another, albeit unin-
tended, result of this close alliance of the state and the farming community
in Switzerland was the fact that here, unlike in neighbouring Germany,
France, Austria, and Italy, the farmers did not turn to the fascist right but
remained, as in Sweden, Britain, and Ireland, defenders of democratic poli-
cies.”” By and large the leaders of the Swiss organized farmers were more
likely, in the prevailing corporatist environment, to subjectively view their
situation and that of their constituencies as one of empowerment rather
than subordination. ’

Neither the post-war depression nor corporatism’s weakness prevented
attempts to modernize inter-war Irish agriculture, but as a rule these
efforts were made from the top down. For instance, Patrick Hogan, Min-
ister for Agriculture from 1922 to 1932, introduced an ambitious reform
programme geared to improving the market position of Irish export agri-
culture. When the relatively weak co-operative movement got into severe
difficulties, the state intervened directly in the ‘keystone’ dairying indus-
try through the Dairy Disposal Company of 1927.*® And the early Fianna
Fiil government soon took steps in pursuit of agricultural modernization
tied to a vision of import-substituting industrialization and national self-
sufficiency in food production. In striking contrast to Switzerland with its
well-established corporatist state—farmer relations, organized Irish farmers
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tended subjectively to perceive their constituencies as becoming more sub-
ordinate as agriculture lurched from crisis to crisis in the inter-war period.
In these circumstances the view of the IFF leadership from.1936-1937 on
was that achieving partnership with the state was a necessary condition of
organized farmers (and farmers in general) being able to cast off the subor-
dination they were experiencing.

WARTIME AND POST-WAR CORPORATISM

What impact did the Second World War have on corporatist-style state—
farmer relations in Switzerland and Ireland? Although the Swiss state’s
so-called ‘neo-agrarian’ policy of 1938 predated the outbreak of war, its
timing was influenced by the gathering war clouds. Besides synthesizing
already strong corporatist tendencies, the new measure went considerably
further in the structure of control that the state was now imposing on agri-
culture and organized farming interests. An even closer relationship with
organized interests was envisaged to support a more ambitious jointly pur-
sued modernizing campaign to safeguard food supplies in wartime. Corpo-
ratism, in short, added to both the federal state’s autonomy and capacity
to actively promote agricultural modernization—during and after the war.
In 1943 the government could tell the SFU that it would be ‘an illusion’ to
believe that individual farmers would return to ‘full freedom of production’
after the war.”® Farmers, in rhetoric as well as in practice, now became a
kind of class of property owners employed by the state to use their produc-
tion capacities to satisfy the demands society imposed on them. In return
they were paid an income comparable to that of skilled workers in rural
areas. This principle was written into the constitution in 1947 and the new
agricultural law in 1951, each of which spoke of preserving a ‘healthy peas-
antry’ and creating ‘an efﬁc1ent agricultural sector’.

This socialization of agriculture had fundamental 1mp11cat10ns for the
role of farmers’ organizations. Besides continuing to represent the farmers
and act as brokers between the state and the farmers, they now increasingly
were being seen as the tied agents of the state. Ernst Feisst, an agronomist
and senior state official, wrote in 1940 that farmers’ organizations should
 now cease to represent sectional interests or adopt an oppositional stance
vis-a-vis the state. Their ‘real purpose’ was to act as the state’s agents and
to help instruct the farming popuiation as to the state’s requirements.!
Tempted by the quid pro quo on offer the leaders of the organized farmers
soon demonstrated their willingness to accept their new role and were not
inclined to subjectively view their situation, and that of their constituencies,
as one of subordination. :

In Ireland the IFF saw the outbreak of war as the longed-for opportunity
to create an inclusive form of corporatism—and indeed there were some
early promising signs. On § September 1939 Minister Ryan received an
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IFF delegation which offered the government their organizations® full co-
operation in return for adequate representation on any board to be set up
to manage agriculture in the wartime crisis. But the Minister made no such
concession, and when the disillusioned IFF leadership met the Taoiseach
(Prime Minister) Eamon de Valera a week later, he informed them that they
could not go on strike like any other trade union given the wartime emer-
gency.2 However, when the Leinster Milk Producers’ Association withheld
milk deliveries from the city of Dublin in November 1939, the IFF quickly
jumped on the bandwagon and fully supported the two-week strike.

The government dealt quite differently with the striking farmers. While
it was prepared to negotiate with representatives of the Leinster Milk Pro-
ducers’ Association—and simultaneously even promised the non-striking
sugar beet growers a price increase for the following year—it steadfastly
refused to talk to the IFF. Ryan’s blunt message to them was that the gov-
ernment had nothing to negotiate with farmers—except those organized in
commodity groups. Use was made of the recently enacted Offences against
the State Act of 1939 to prohibit newspapers publicizing the strike, with the
consequence that the public was neither informed about the strike nor the
precise demands of the strikers for several days.**

The IFF’s total failure in this commodity strike weakened the orga-
nization. While some activists drifted away, others, led by a still-defiant
Elizabeth Bobbett, launched a short-lived but intense protest campaign of
boycotting ploughing matches, the symbol of the government’s campaign
for greater food production in wartime.*

In view of the increasing wartime difficulties, the IFF finally offered
unconditional support to the government in 1941. But even this move did
not lead to a change of mind in the cabinet—neither IFF nor Clann na
Talmhan representatives were invited to take part in the wartime admin-
istration of agriculture. It was therefore not surprising that in 1943 many
of the leading IFF activists decided to take up Minister Ryan’s challenge
that the farmers should test their support by competing with Fianna Fail
at the polls. Positive signs that the ballot box might empower farmers were
emerging from the west, where Clann na Talmhan, under the charismatic
leadership of Michael Donnellan, was making impressive strides.” In
the run-up to the general clection, some prominent IFF-linked easterners
merged with the westerners under the name of Clann na Talmhan—the
National Agricultural Party. In the election the farmers performed fairly
well but, although they had the balance of power in the Diil (lower house
of parliament), they chose not to use it to prevent Fianna Féil forming a
government, partly out of a desire to avoid prolonging political instability
and partly because they also opposed Fine Gael’s agricultural policy.*

As the farmers turned (again) to politics, other interests intent on install-
ing corporatist-style relations between the state and the agricultural sector
took up the baton. Ironically much of this effort flowed from the Fianna
Fail government’s decision to institute the Commission on Vocational
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Organisation in 1939. “The question that this commission is mainly inter-
ested in’, its chairman, Bishop Michael Browne of Galway, announced in
1940, ‘is that many people think that agriculture in this land of ours is
backward because the Irish farmers happen not to be organised; they are
not vocal and have not sufficient organisation to be able to deal with their
own problems and to master them’.’” One of the difficulties he identified as
hindering the ‘vocational organisation of farmers in Ireland’ was the prac-
tice of previous farmer organizations pursuing ‘political objectives which
easily aroused enthusiasm [but] lessened interest in organisation for purely
“social and economic purposes’.*® o

The evidence of the senior department of agriculture officials led the
commission to note that the department was not opposed in principle to
formalized state—farmer relations.”” A statutory basis was even in place
to allow for consultation. Under the 1931 Agriculture Act the minister
was empowered ‘to establish by order consultative councils consisting of
persons with special knowledge and experience, nominated by him, to
advise and assist him on specialised matters’.®® Indeed, a number of con-
sultative councils—dealing with dairy produce, livestock, eggs, wheat, and
tobacco—were in existence by 1940. And there was also a thirty-one-mem-
ber Agricultural Production Consultative Council that had been formed to
‘advise the Minister’ during the wartime emergency. Its membership was
drawn from representatives of the County Committees of Agriculture and
-sectoral agricultural organizations as well as private individuals,®!

Reflecting disapprovingly on the consultative councils already in being,
the Commission commented:

in practice they are defective in a number of respects. Members are
directly nominated by the Minister and are not elected by vocational
organisations. They have no standing body or permanent secretary, and
for the most part they meet only infrequently and at irregular intervals,
when convened by the Department. When they do meet, the agenda is
prepared by the Department, and the Minister, who normally presides,
makes up his mind as to the feeling of the council on the proposals
before it. Members only express their view on the questlons submitted,
and have not power to take decisions.5?

The commission also criticized how the infrequency of meetings meant that
‘no continuous examination of particular problems is pOSSIble Another
noteworthy deficiency was that the Minister did:

not regard it as possible to take councils fully into his confidence on
proposals for legislation on the ground that it is the practice in this
country not to divulge the texts of Bills before they have been circulated
to members of the Oireachtas [parliament] and consultation on con-
templated legislation can, therefore, be only of a general character.®?
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The commission’s majority report called for a new vocational model of
organizing farmers built locally on the Muintir na Tire (the People of the
Countryside) parish councils and based nationally on a National Agricul-
tural Council.®% It was further proposed that ‘Agriculture’ supply eight of the
twenty-four members of the governing body of a new National Vocational
Assembly.®® But the critical tone of the commission’s report did not com-
mend it to the ruling Fianna Fail party when it was published in 1944, and
its proposals fared no better than the IFF’s earlier case for corporatism.*

The Committee of Inquiry on Post-Emergency Agricultural Policy, con-
vened during the war, also touched on the issue of state—farmer relation-
ships. Ireland had only relatively few farming organizations and institutions
concerned with ‘economic welfare and technical advance’, the committee’s
majority report observed, and ‘those that have been formed exert little
influence in framing policy’.¢” The committee’s majority report proposed
‘a small full-time body’ to be called the Agricultural Inquiry and Advisory
Council that would have a chairman and two permanent members and
that would, as the business required and ‘subject to Ministerial sanction’,
have power to co-opt persons possessing ‘technical or special knowledge’.®
While accepting that ‘the direction and control of agricultural policy
must remain the responsibility of the Minister for Agriculture’, the first
of the committee’s minority reports urged that ‘close contact should exist
between those engaged in farming and those administering agricultural
policy’.# A Consultative Council for Agriculture was proposed that would
be ‘elected on vocational lines” and represent ‘all branches of the indus-
try’. Meeting twice yearly this council would ‘place before the Minister the
views and recommendations of those engaged in the industry’.” A second
minority report, penned by Henry Kennedy, the secretary of co-operative
movement’s Irish Agricultural Organisation Society, recommended a sepa-
rate Agricultural Development Council ‘with adequate funds under its own
control’ and which, along with mobilizing the participation of farming
interests (especially the co-operative societies), would organize a series of
research committees and routinely advise the Minister regarding agricul-
tural development issues.”!

Although these proposals were broadly consistent with the IFF’s posi-
tion on state—farmer relations, actual relations between the IFF and the
government—irrespective of whether Fianna Fiil or the Inter-Party coali-
tion held office—did not improve significantly. It was only in the 1960s that
the new Taoiseach Sedn Lemass granted the farmers formal negotiating
rights with the state.” By this time, however, the IFF had ceased to exist,
having dissolved itself in 1954-1955, and supported the newly established
National Farmers’ Association (NFA). Elizabeth Bobbett became an ordi-
nary member of her local Barndarrig NFA Branch in Wicklow, thus con-
tinuing an activist engagement which had started almost twenty-five years
earlier as secretary of her local UFPA Branch.
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CONCLUSIONS

In spite of the virtually common desire of the Swiss and Irish govern-
ments to have agricultural sectors that could produce greater quantities
of food more efficiently, substantially different strategies were chosen
to achieve these goals before, during, and after the Second World War.
While the Swiss authorities built systematically on long-established cor-
poratist relations with a variety (but not all) actors and institutions in the
agricultural, educational, and scientific spheres, Irish governments inten-
tionally Iimited their formalized contacts to representatives of specialized
commodity-producing organizations. The inclusion of representatives of
general farmers’ organizations (such as the IFU, IFF, and the NFA) was
resolutely rejected. Some of the reasons for this rejection are rooted in
‘specific’ Irish circumstances, especially the tendency of Irish farmers to
form agrarian parties whose ability to endure and be effective was lim-
ited by the factionalization of the post—civil war nationalist movement
and the differentiation of farmers into often opposed ‘big’ and ‘small’
farming classes. While these ‘peculiarities’ clearly counted for much, the
comparison with Switzerland, a highly industrialized but similarly small
and democratic state, reveals another major factor whose considerable
explanatory power needs to be underlined.

Ever since the second half of the nineteenth century we find a great variety
of actors and institutions springing up within the Swiss farming community,
the educational and scientific sectors, and the state (including political par-
ties) that both co-operated and competed in pursuing their aspirations for
agricultural modernization. It made sense in this situation for the state to
engage and work closely with all sorts of organizations—except those, such
as the peasant leagues, who fundamentally opposed the ‘liberal’ moderniz-
ing strategy. There was, on the other hand, in spite of the ‘relative political
maturity’ of inter-war rural Ireland,”® a notable lack of educational and
improving farming groups. Even if the increasing pastoral character of Irish
agriculture indicates that Irish farmers were not oblivious to considerations
of land use, the pre-independence obsession with landlord—tenant relations
strengthened the tendency to view the whole issue of land predominantly
in terms of ownership and possession. ‘Against the drama of evictions and
agrarian crime’, Vaughan observes insightfully, ‘the minutiae of agricul-
tural improvement and rural organization seemed dull’.”™ While the co-
operative movement of the 1890s somewhat counterbalanced this tendency,
its influence was largely confined to areas where dairying was strong. It was
not until Macra na Feirme (Young Farmers’ Clubs) was founded by farmers
and agronomists in 1944 that rural Ireland had an organization exclusively
dedicated to the cause of agricultural improvement.” This new improving
ethos also affected the NFA, whose leadership had close ties with Macra.
Stronger from the outset than the IFF, the NFA systematically pursued a
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modernizing agenda as a means of increasing farmers’ income in line with
the wage advances of other sections of the Irish workforce. Its unrelent-
ing-‘modernist’ approach made it, as the future would show, not an easy
but a challenging partner for the urban-minded Sedn Lemass, the govern-
ment leader mainly identified with accelerating Irish industrialization in
the 1960s. It is not surprising, therefore, that it was Lemass’s Department
of Industry and Commerce (and not the Department of Agriculture) which
provided the NFA with financial aid to allow them to undertake educa-
tional trips abroad in the 1950s,7 trips that confirmed the belief that it was
the norm for leading farmers’ organizations to have formalized working
relations with their respective administrations. The historic concession of
a ‘formal negotiating stance with the Government’ in 1964 brought the
long wait of organized Irish farmers to be admitted as policy partners with
the state to an end.”” They had finally arrived where they had wanted to be
since the state began to promote industrialization in the 1930s.

The challenge in comparing state—farmer relations in Ireland and Swit-
zerland has been to go beyond a simple detecting of differences and similar-
ities to find explanations that potentially can yield new insights about both
cases. What the contrasting experience of state—farmer relations in Ireland
and Switzerland suggests above all is that the development of a variety of
civil society actors and institutions dedicated to agricultural modernization
is virtually a precondition for the establishment of a ‘proper’ corporatist
system in Schmitter’s sense. It is not, therefore, surprising that the World
War II emergency did not fundamentally change the Irish government’s
attitude towards the IFF-organized farmers. Incidentally, the same can
be said about Switzerland, where the pre-existing state—farmer relations
were simply strengthened in line with a path dependency that persisted
and developed further after the war had ended. It was, in other words, the
First rather than the Second World War that induced the most significant
change in formalized working relationships between the Swiss state and
the farmers.
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