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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







