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At the end of their spring session the Pres-
ident of UN Human Rights Council ap-
pointed a special rapporteur who will 
investigate human rights violations in 
connection with unilateral coercive meas-
ures such as economic sanctions. This ap-
pointment had been prepared over years 
by investigations into the status of these 
sanctions as far as international law is 
concerned. With the majority vote of the 
Human Rights Council in favour of the 
resolution to install the special envoy this 
preparation phase has come to an end for 
the time being. (see Current Concerns of 
10 March) International law expert Al-
fred de Zayas answers questions in the 
following interview, to what extent inter-
national law is violated by such unilater-
al measures. 

Current Concerns: In your report to the 
Human Rights Council which you deliv-
ered personally on 10 September 2014, 
you refer to unilateral coercive meas-
ures such as economic sanctions as non-
peaceful and as non-compliant with the 
aims and principles of the United Na-
tions. What does that mean? 
Prof Dr Alfred de Zayas: Not only uni-
lateral coercive measures, but quite often 
also multilateral ones violate the spirit and 
letter of the UN Charter, in particular its 
preamble and Articles 1 and 2. The organ-
isation rests on the principle of equality of 
all its member states. Unilateral sanctions 
and embargoes break numerous interna-
tional treaties as well as “general princi-
ples of law of the various nations” (Stat-
ute of the International Court of Justice, 
Art. 38(1)(c)).

What are “general principles of law”?
These are principles of legality and legit-
imacy recognized by peoples and nations 
over the centuries, and building blocks of 
treaties and other agreements. Such prin-
ciples constitute the “spirit of the law” 
(Montesquieu) and include good faith, ex 
injuria non oritur jus (estoppel), non-arbi-
trariness – all of which underpin the pro-
tection of state sovereignty, the prohibi-
tion  of interference in the internal matters 
of other states, the freedom of internation-

al trade and the freedom of navigation, 
among others. Moreover, sanctions and 
embargoes violate the cardinal interna-
tional judicial norm of pacta sunt servan-
da, since they hinder the compliance with 
valid treaties agreed upon according to in-
ternational law. The extra-territorial appli-
cation of national laws constitutes a new 
variant of colonialism, resulting in usur-
pation of sovereign competencies, border-
ing on annexation by means of over-ex-
tension of jurisdictional exercise of power. 

Are there any UN resolutions which are 
violated by unilateral coercive measures? 
Several resolutions of the UN General 
Assembly are violated, for-instance Res-
olution 2625 regarding friendly relations 
between states (24 October 1970), in the 
preamble of which the states agree “not to 
interfere with internal matters of another 
state”. This is “a crucial condition for the 
peaceful co-existence of nations”. Moreo-
ver they agree “to abstain from any mili-
tary, political, economic or other coercion 

directed against 
political inde-
pendence or terri-
torial integrity of 
another state in 
their internation-
al relations …”

The General 
assembly empha-
sizes: “No State 
and no group 
of states has the 
right to intervene, 
directly or indi-
rectly, for any rea-
son whatever, in the internal or external 
affairs of any other State. Consequently, 
armed intervention and all other forms of 
interference or attempted threats against 
the personality of the State or against its 
political, economic and cultural elements, 
are condemned. No State may use or en-
courage the use of economic, political or 
any other type of measures to coerce an-

Unilateral sanctions violate international treaties 
Interview with Prof Dr iur et phil Alfred de Zayas, Geneva*

Prof Dr Alfred de Zayas 
(picture thk)

Saudi air strikes on Yemen 
violate international law and sovereignty

On Wednesday, Saudi Arabia started a 
series of air strikes in Yemen; According 
to reports, it relocated 150,000 soldiers, 
supported by more than 100 combat 
aircrafts, who attacked Shiite Houthi re-
bels , who are involved in a bloody civil 
war with the government of Yemen led 
by the Sunni majority.

The major Saudi military interven-
tion in Yemen is a clear violation of in-
ternational law, which could have sig-
nificant consequences for the entire 
region, Dr Hans Köchler, president of 
the International Progress Organization 
(IPO) in Austria explained to Sputnik.

“The foreign military intervention 
in Yemen is a clear violation of inter-
national law, in particular Article 2 
(4) of the UN Charter, which prohibits 
the use of force in relations between 
states,”Köchler said who presides the 
organization that is also counselling 
the UN.

According to Köchler the unilateral 
action of Saudi Arabia and its allies can-

not be justified as an act of “collective 
self-defense“ in terms of the UN Char-
ter in any way.

“In fact, it is an interference in a civil 
war on the side of one conflict party, 
and it will worsen the internal conflict 
and complicate a solution,“ the profes-
sor added.

Köchler emphasized, Riads approach 
threatened to ignite a great conflict in 
the complete region along the Sunni-
Shiite divide, which could have severe 
consequences throughout the Arab 
world. Bomb attacks that were carried 
out on Wednesday by the Saudi-led co-
alition of the Gulf States killed 65 peo-
ple, so a local government source re-
ported to Sputnik.

The Saudi Ambassador to the US, 
Adel Jubair, said his country will do 
that, “to protect the legitimate govern-
ment of Yemen from the fall.”

Source: http://sputniknews.com 
[former Ria Novosti] from 26.3.2015 

(Translation Current Concerns)
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”Unilateral sanctions violate …” 
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other State in order to obtain from it the 
subordination of the exercise of its sover-
eign rights or to secure from it advantages 
of any kind.” 

What is to be understood by “other forms 
of interference”?
For-instance, “the blockade of the ports or 
coasts of a State by the armed forces of 
another State” constitutes an aggression in 
violation of international law (General As-
sembly Resolution 3314, Article 3 c). 

Are there  paertinent statements or reso-
lutions  by the international community?
Unilateral coercive measures have been 
condemned by a majority of states on a 
regular basis in a variety of internation-
al fora including the UN General Assem-
bly, for instance in the 23 resolutions of 
the General Assembly condemning the 
US embargo against Cuba (see Resolution 
69/5 of 28 October 2014). Endorsing this 
resolution, a majority of states – 188 states 
voted for, two (USA and Israel) against it 
and three abstained – referred to the em-
bargo in plain words as “illegal”.

This is an overwhelming majority …
In the debate at the General Assembly 
the representatives of the South Amer-
ican continent supported Cuba. Speak-
ing on behalf of the Community of Latin 
American and Caribbean States (Celac), 
which all American countries except the 
USA and Canada belong to, Costa Rican 
UN envoy Juan Carlos Mendoza criti-
cised the extraterritorial consequences of 
US blockade laws which also affect third 
parties. “The unilateral measures which 
were implemented as part of the block-
ade, harm numerous companies who 
trade with Cuba according to both inter-
national law and the rules of the World 
Trade Organisation WTO.” The repre-
sentatives of the non-aligned countries 
also condemned the sanctions against 
Cuba.

The driving force behind sanctions are 
the United States?
According to the US-Treasury official 
website the USA currently run 26 “Sanc-
tions Programs” (www.treasury.gov/re-
source-center/sanctions/Programs).

The extraterritorial implementation of 
national laws, such as the Helms-Burton 
Act of 12 March 1996, violate the rights 
of third party states as well and have been 
condemned many times by the interna-
tional community. 

According to your comments, unilateral 
sanctions  breach a multitude of interna-
tional law principles. 

Yes, the question of their illegality is 
quite clear. The problem remains, how 
international law may be enforced in 
these circumstances. Up to now, there is 
no way for the UN to force one of the 
five permanent members of its Security 
Council to do what they do not want to 
do.

One possible approach would be via 
the state complaint procedure of the UN 
Human Rights committeee according to 
Article 41 of the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights – that way 
the UN would have to deal with the mat-
ter. 

What aspects of human rights may be vio-
lated by unilateral sanctions?
The right to live (Article 6 of the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights), the right to security of person 
(Art 7 ICCPR), the right to due process 
(Art. 14 ICCPR). The sanctions against 
Iraq, Iran, Cuba, Sudan, Venezuela and 
Zimbabwe etc. have all caused deteriora-
tions in the food supply situation in those 
countries and many people have died as 
a direct result of sanctions, due to lack 
of food, clean water, medicines and ac-
cess to medical care. Moreover, the abil-
ity to practice economic and social rights 
as they are laid down in the International 
Covenant on Economic Social and Cul-
tural Rights is hampered. Sanctions may 
also be in conflict with the Geneva Con-
ventions and other treaties on interna-
tional humanitarian law.  

In this case, are the recent sanctions 
against Russia also problematic? 
A clarifying advisory opinion by the In-
ternational Court of Justice would be de-
sirable in this regard,  which would re-
quire a vote by the UN General Assembly 
pursuant to article 96 of the UN Charter.  
The ICJ should pronounce itself on the  
different legal aspects of these sanctions 
and on their humanitarian consequences 
in more detail. 

Provided sanctions are illegal, what does 
that mean for states supporting them? 
This leads to the obligation to compen-
sate, especially if human rights have 
been violated, in cases where sanctions 
have resulted in famine, violence, mass 
migration or ethnic cleansing. Pursuant 
to the erga-omnes principle – regarding 
all states – governments must neither en-
dorse international crimes committed by 
other states nor support them financially 
or in any other ways. But again, as men-
tioned earlier, international law is not 
self-execuiting. For that to happen, the 
political will of the international com-
munity is required. Unfortunately, there 
is a pervasive lack of international soli-
darity

Under which circumstances may sanc-
tions be “legal”, or is there always a grey 
area?
There may be many “grey areas” in inter-
national law, but in this case the situation 
is a bit clearer. Article 41 of the UN Char-
ter entitles the Security Council to impose 
sanctions, provided the Security Council 
has made a finding under Article 39 of the 
Charter that peace has been jeopardized. 
Such sanctions were implemented suc-
cessfully in the fight against colonialism, 
racism and apartheid in Rhodesia/Zimba-
bwe and South Africa. 

A weapons embargo may be perfectly 
legal if it is aimed at promoting peace and 
diplomatic solutions to a conflict. Weap-
ons embargos should be imposed on all 
warring parties and at the same time the 
international community should active-
ly work on a cease fire and towards nego-
tiations in good faith. However, in most 
cases sanctions are not only ineffective but 
may prove counter-productive. Sanctions 
imposed on a state by the Security Coun-
cil may not only deteriorate the humani-
tarian situation in this state but may even 
enhance corruption and crime. 

What can be said in conclusion?
All sanction regimes – unilateral or mul-
tilateral – have to be scrutinized for their 
compliance with international law in pat-
icular with human rights norms. More-
over, apart from being formally legal, 
sanctions have to fulfill objective crite-
ria concerning the stated objective of the 
sanctions  and must respect the principle 
of proportionality. All sanction regimes 
have to be audited regularly – and if they 
violate human rights or have no positive 
impact, they have to be terminated. In a 
globalized world sanctions must not be 
imposed for the sake of geopolitical or 
economic interests, and if they violate the 
rights of people or states this creates state 
liability for adequate compensation of the 
victims.  

What about most recent developments at 
the UN in this regard?
The Human Rights Council hosted a con-
ference on this topic of unilateral and mul-
tilateral sanctions in May 2014, in which I 
participated actively. Former Humanitar-
ian Coordinator in Iraq Denis Halliday 
blamed the senseless sanctions against 
Iraq (1991–2003) for the loss of more 
than a million human lives. The report of 
this workshop was discussed during the 
27th session of the Human Rights Coun-
cil in September 2014.  Subsequently the 
Human Rights Council Advisory Com-
mittee was requested to perform a study 
to provide recommendations which have 
just recently been presented to the Coun-

continued on page 3
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Recently, the Icelandic government no-
tified the EU Commission and the EU 
Council of its intention of withdrawing 
its application for membership (see Cur-
rent Concerns No 8 of 22 March 2015). 
The Red-Green government had applied 
for membership in July 2009, when the 
US financial crisis had hit the country’s 
banks devastatingly. As the country re-
covered remarkably quickly the negotia-
tions were put on hold when a new gov-
ernment came to power in April 2013. 
Foreign Minister Gunnar writes on his 
website, “Iceland’s interests would be bet-
ter served outside the EU …” The popula-
tion would not agree to the accession, as it 
had experienced in recent years how much 
it can achieve on its own. Iceland is an is-
land in the Atlantic Ocean, with 350,000 
inhabitants. The country has rich fishing 
grounds. Its inhabitants do some farming 
with a lot of sheep and they extend their 
hospitality to more and more tourists who 
visit the country and wander through it 
for the sake of its natural beauty and hot 
springs. Like this, it is quite a good life.

Iceland is a special case in the recent 
global financial crisis – in many ways. 
For one thing, the crisis in Iceland was far 
worse than anywhere else. In 2008 – at  the 
height of the debt crisis – the pile of debts 
was much larger than that in the southern 
EU countries. Whereas, for example, the 
debt in Greece at that time amounted to 
175 percent of the gross domestic product, 
the debt of the Atlantic island (notably the 
bank debt) was equivalent to ten times the 
GDP, i.e. 1,000 percent – a veritable disas-
ter scenario. And yet, today – seven years 

later – Iceland is looking relatively good. 
How did this come about and what made 
it possible?

In the years after the turn of the century 
Iceland stood out because for its very high 
growth rates. The reason for these was, 
however, not the income from fishing, but 
it lay elsewhere: the three big banks had 
embarked on a risky game and turned the 
island into a globally oriented financial 
centre. They attracted foreign savings with 
exorbitant interest rates, for instance, and 
invested this money in risky funds around 
the world – initially with success. The re-
sponsible bank managers presented them-
selves as “modern” and “open” and broke 
with the traditions of their banks and their 
profession – all according to the adage: 
“The pitcher goes often to the well but is 
broken at last.” The fracture or respective-
ly the slump occurred – in quite an inci-
sive way – seven years ago and led to the 
rapid collapse of the three major banks.

The people pointed the way as  
to the foreign debts

The treatment of the three Icelandic 
banks’ external debts, for which according 
to Western doctrine the state and thus the 
taxpayers had to assume liability, at least 
in part, was controversial. The controver-
sy was mainly about the so-called Icesave 
deposits. As internet bank of the nation-
alized Landsbanki, Icesave had over the 
years attracted many foreign small savers 
with its high interest rates, but their funds 
were not covered by the Icelandic deposit 
insurance. Notably the UK and the Neth-
erlands, from where most of the foreign 

funds came, now demanded that the state 
Iceland should repay these funds. It was a 
matter of about 4 billion euros (i.e. about  
12,000 euros per inhabitant of Iceland). 
The government negotiated with the two 
countries, which granted low interest rates 
and a long time for repayment. The Ice-
landic parliament accepted the outcome of 
these negotiations and passed a law regu-
lating the arrangements for repayment on 
30 December 2009. But now the people 
armoured with pots and pans took to the 
streets (hence Kitchen Implement Revolu-
tion) to express their anger about having to 
assume liability for something they were 
not responsible for. Foreign speculators 
should have to bear the consequences for 
their actions themselves, they said. After 
all, their investment had yielded them an 
interest of 10 percent and more. “Is it mor-
ally and legally justifiable to transfer the 
risk to the state and the taxpayers?” was 
written on their banners and leaflets. The 
citizens’ initiative Defence organized pro-
tests of various kinds. They collected over 
60,000 signatures (there are only 350,000 
inhabitants) and demanded a popular ref-
erendum. The citizens besieged the Pres-
ident’s residence, equipped with red ben-
galos, which could be seen from afar as a 
“stop” sign for this policy. President Olaf 
Ragnar Grimsson listened to the voice of 
the people and arranged a referendum: 
“The core of our Icelandic political sys-
tem is that the people are the supreme 
judge of the laws’ validity. In this light, I 
have decided, in accordance with the Con-
stitution, to refer the decision about the 
law in question to the people.” – In March 
2010, 93 percent of the voters said no to 
the state’s  payment of the bank debt.

Great Britain and the Netherlands were 
then willy-nilly prepared to renegotiate the 
bank debt repayment. In a new agreement 
Iceland obtained further concessions and 
payment accomodations. The repayment 
was extended until 2046, so that even the 
next generation would be liable, too. The 
Icelandic parliament accepted. The pres-
ident asked the people to vote again. In 
April 2011, the people again voted with a 
majority “No”. – What to do next?

The Icelanders solved their banking 
problem as follows: All three major banks 
had to file for bankruptcy. The Landsbanki 
with its internet bank Icesave was nation-
alized, and the other two banks were di-
vided into a “New Bank” and “Old Bank”. 
All business areas that were needed do-

Iceland’s way out of its financial crisis
“Do not listen to the financial markets, but to the people”  

(Olaf Ragnar Grimsson, President)
by Dr rer publ Werner Wüthrich

continued on page 4

cil’s 28th session. At the same session, on 
28 March, the Council appointed Mr Idris 
Jasairy, the former Algerian Ambassador 
to the United Nations, as Special Rappor-
teur on the  humanitarian consequences 
of sanction regimes.  

What else can we all do against sanc-
tions?
The media have an important role to play, 
especially in alerting the public about the 
adverse human rights impacts of sanctions 
regimes. Most citizens don’t  know what 
crimes are  committed by their own states , 
or which  consequences sanctions can have 
for innocent populations of other states. It 
is our responsibility to protest as citizens 

and say: “Not in our Name!” On 19 March 
a scientific conference was held in London 
which was attended by several professors 
from Oxford, London, Paris, and my-self. 
It concluded that sanction regimes create 
more problems than they could ever solve 
and that dialogue and UN mediation are 
better than punishing measures which hurt 
mainly the civilian populations. “Collater-
al” victims of sanctions regimes are enti-
tled to international solidarity.  

Professor de Zayas, thank you very much 
for this internview. 	 •
(Interview Thomas Kaiser)

* This interview reflects the personal opinion of 
Professor de Zayas and is no official statement in 
his capacity as special envoy. See also www.al-
freddezayas.com and http://dezayasalfred.word-
press.com.

”Unilateral sanctions violate …” 
continued from page 3
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mestically, such as payment transactions, 
cash machines, a credit department, etc., 
were incorporated in the New Bank (which 
was recapitalized). The huge debt moun-
tain and the entire international business 
with many dubious assets which were 
liquidated in the bankruptcy proceed-
ings were transferred to the Old Bank. In 
this way, the bank counter halls remained 
open and the cash machines were always 
in operation. The banks were given new 
names. The former Kaupthing Bank is 
now called Arion, and the former Gli-
tinir is now called Islandsbanki. All three 
banks (which are now partly in foreign 
hands) are restricted to traditional, domes-
tic banking procedures.

These bankruptcy proceedings are rem-
iniscent of the Swissair collapse, where 
immediately a new small company – 
Swiss – was launched (which is now con-
trolled by Lufthansa) and in which the re-
maining assets of the old society and the 
huge mountain of debt were liquidated in 
the bankruptcy processes.

Coping with everyday life  
and recovery

Life on the island had been difficult 
since the beginning of the crisis. The 
Icelandic krona dropped in value. Prices 
rose. Real wages fell. Life became ex-
pensive. Unemployment rose. As early 
as 2009, economic output had fallen by 
seven percent. The government need-
ed a $ 10 billion loan from the IMF to 
survive these hard times. As usual – the 
IMF set conditions. However, the left-
green government rejected slashes in the 
social sector. It managed nevertheless 
to meet the IMF program. Also friend-
ly countries such as Norway and Swe-
den helped with money. For the popula-
tion, the taxes were increased, personal 
income taxation became more keenly 
progressive and a number of unortho-
dox measures were taken to reduce the 
debt. For instance, loans linked with for-
eign currencies were declared illegal. 
The government introduced special pro-
grammes of debt rescheduling for com-
panies. A haircut on real estate loans 
followed. Small home owners were con-
ceded payment facilities. In order to 

protect the currency and prevent capital 
flight, the government introduced capital 
controls, which have been maintained to 
this day. So foreign-going leisure travel-
lers might exchange only a limited sum 
of euros.

The IMF respected this government 
approach. More than that – the Icelandic  
Minister of Finance Steingrimur Sigfusson 
was asked whether he would like to  be-
come the IMF executive chiefly responsi-
ble for Greece. However, he declined the 
offer (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung of 
21 February 2015).

The crisis in Iceland did not last long. 
The energetic, popularly supported poli-
cy soon showed results. Tourism and the 
fishing industry benefited greatly from the 
weak currency. Iceland was getting cheap-
er. Less expensive consumer goods were 
imported, but more were produced domes-
tically. After the drop of seven percent in 
2009, an increase of three percent fol-
lowed just three years later – an increase 
that was higher than the EU average. In-
flation had disappeared and today, the un-
employment rate is at four percent – the 
same as in Switzerland. There is no youth 
unemployment, which has reached cata-
strophic proportions in other countries. – 
The rating agency Fitch raised the coun-
try’s credit status again. It justified this 
step explicitly with the “success of unor-
thodox responses to the crisis”.

What helped further was the EFTA 
Court decision in 2013, which ruled from 
the point of view of the people in this case 
and rejected state liability for the foreign 
bank debt.

Success based on state sovereignty  
and direct democracy

Why did the country recover so quickly? 
Crucial for its rescue was for one thing 
the voice of its people. The Icelanders 
set the course not only in two plebiscites. 
The population participated in controlling 
proceedings actively – but  always with-
out violence – by means of a variety of ac-
tions. For instance, the Icelanders used 
witty websites to defend themselves 
against British attempts to drive them 
into a terrorist corner and to freeze all 
UK bank deposits owned by Icelanders. 
For another thing, the Icelanders rolled 
up their sleeves and put their economy 
back on track. The three “new” mas-

sively shrunk banks fulfilled their tradi-
tional role in this. The population also 
hindered the bank managers responsi-
ble for the undesirable development to 
leave their posts with high severance pay 
as it is usual elsewhere. Several of them 
have to face a trial today. A parliamen-
tary inquiry committee created a 2,000-
page report, which identified a small 
group of about 30 bank managers, gov-
ernment officials and central bankers as 
mainly responsible for the financial de-
bacle. The Supreme Court recently sen-
tenced four of them to five to six years in 
prison for fraudulent market manipula-
tion and breach of trust, the hardest pun-
ishment that Iceland has ever imposed in 
the area of economic crime.

In addition, it was of crucial impor-
tance for its rescue that Iceland had its 
own currency: The massive slump of the 
Icelandic krona did not lead to the col-
lapse (as some financial prophets had 
prophesied), but in contrast was crucial 
for the rapid recovery. Today, the Icelan-
dic krona has levelled off with a minus of 
about 30 percent compared to the pre-cri-
sis period. Other countries could seek in-
spiration here! For a Euro country an exit 
from the common currency is a prerequi-
site for a similar path.

The successful Icelandic way out of 
the banking crisis differs from the cen-
tralist, top-down EU methods of bank 
bailouts and “liability management”, 
which keep bankrupt banks on life sup-
port and force the taxpayers to bail 
them out. Iceland has thoroughly refut-
ed the opinion that there is “no alterna-
tive” to the rescue of big banks (too big 
to fail). Even if the Icelandic way can 
not be copied par for par by other coun-
tries, they may yet draw their inspira-
tion from it to boldly seek new ways. 
It also shows how a small country with 
its own currency can confidently assert 
its place in the global financial world. 
Withdrawal of application for EU mem-
bership is the logical consequence. Fi-
nancial problems can not be solved by a 
small elite behind closed doors, but the 
people and taxpayers can constructively 
help to find the way to success. The fact 
that the IMF applied to the Icelandic 
Minister of Finance to assist in address-
ing the debt crisis in Greece, speaks for 
itself. 	 •

”Iceland’s way out of its …” 
continued from page 3



No 9/10   16 April 2015	 Current Concerns 	 Page 5

2015 is a multiple commemoration year 
for Switzerland. It has been 700 years 
since the battle of Morgarten (1315) in 
which the Confederates for the first time 
successfully defended their freedom and 
independence with weapons; 500 years 
since the defeat at Marignano (1515), a 
real milestone for the further develop-
ment of the Swiss Confederation which 
will be a topic today; and 200 years 
since the Congress of Vienna (1815), in 
which after the victory over Napoleon I 
the European powers set the future map 
of Europe and confirmed Switzerland’s 
territory existing until today and their 
– self-chosen! – perpetual armed neu-
trality.

Let us go back to the year 1515 and ad-
dress the question why the ancient Swiss 
Confederates fought wars in Italy, what 
conclusions they drew after their defeat 
at Marignano – and what that has to do 
with present-day Switzerland. On the one 
hand, it involves a better knowledge about 
the history of Switzerland and on the 
other hand an analysis of the current situ-
ation that also may interest our readers in 
other countries. And it involves presenting 
the cornerstones of our state model which 
have already been set in the ancient Swiss 
Confederacy. This means that not Napo-
leon was the inventor of modern Switzer-
land, as is claimed here and there, but 
that the foundation for the Swiss model 
was laid long before and was revived in 
the 18th and 19th centuries by the Enlight-
enment. 

I intentionally cite Swiss historians 
who were working at a time when Swiss 
history had a worthy place at our univer-
sities, and students and professors then 
knew why it was necessary to consider it. 

Saint Gotthard – via Helvetica1

“History teaches us that major roads not 
just serve the travelling people and the 
transport of material, but – and herein may 
lie their greater historical significance – 
above all channels and passage for spiritu-
al freight, for world-changing ideas.”2 

Since the 13th century, the trail cross-
ing the Gotthard initially played a cen-
tral role for the people of Uri. It brought 
them additional income to the modest ag-
ricultural yield that the poor soil and the 
harsh climate gave them. Often there were 
and are primarily economic reasons that 
urge people to go to foreign countries and 
continents, so also the former merchants 
from the lowlands. At the same time, a 
new world – a different culture, a differ-
ent language, a mild climate opened for 
the Swiss Confederates in the south of the 

Alps and in the direction of the Po Valley, 
a wide country still impressive even for us 
today since we are accustomed to small-
scale conditions. The conquest of the Al-
pine passes and the resulting contact with 
people from all over the world contribut-
ed to that openness to the world which is 
familiar for most of us Swiss – contrary to 
what others may say.

The people of Uri in any case took ad-
vantage of their chance and already built 
the route across the Gotthard pass in the 
13th century, maintained it and established 
muleteer cooperatives to organize the es-
cort and the night camp for the pilgrims 
and merchants with their goods to the 
south and back again. To make the north-
south route shorter and less arduous, the 
highlanders performed a truly great work 
around the middle of the 13th century: the 
Devil’s Bridge across the Gorge of Schöl-
lenen.3 It was not because of the narrow 
mountain valleys with their harsh climate 
that the Habsburgs made life difficult for 
the old Confederates, but the intention to 
get the route to the south under their con-
trol. However, the inhabitants of the orig-
inal cantons resisted successfully. So, the 
Gotthard cleared the way for the found-
ing of the Swiss Confederation. 

Struggle for Freedom and  
Strengthening of the Confederation

The foundation for the Confederation of 
1291 and for all subsequent alliances of 
the Confederates was their will to pro-
tect freedom and independence and fight 
against the interference of foreign pow-
ers. To protect their freedom, they dis-
tinguished themselves as brave fighters 
since the battle of Morgarten in 1315. 
Thanks to excellent terrain knowledge 
and original fighting methods and strat-
egies, but above all because they knew 

what they had to defend, the mountain 
dwellers proved to be as capable to cope 
with far larger and better equipped ar-
mies, much to the general amazement of 
their contemporaries.

In the 200 years between Morgarten 
and Marignano the Confederates extended 
their Confederation gradually from three 
to thirteen cantons, and added looser alli-
ances with “associates” such as the upper 
Valais, Geneva, the Abbey of St. Gallen 
and the Grisons, including own conquests, 
for example of the Aargau and Thurgau to 

The turning point of Marignano and today’s Switzerland
by Dr iur Marianne Wüthrich

continued on page 6

Standard bearers of the Old Cantons (Nikolaus Manuel, around 1500)

mw. “The decision to do without fu-
ture great power politics was imposed 
on the Swiss, defeated near Mariag-
no, from outside. At the same time it 
also corresponded with their inner na-
ture. Therefore it would be wrong to 
simply consider the map, on which the 
power of the Confederation suffered a 
loss, and say the defeat in southeast of 
Milan had been the great calamity of 
Swiss history, because it impeded the 
ascent to the remaining superpower. 
You have to declare that the short time 
in which the Confederacy behaved as 
a superpower, was an adventure that 
ended near Marignano because it was 
contrary to the nature of the covenant. 
It was offense, to gain ground and at 
the same time to lose its essence.” Here 
the French winners under Franz I ac-
commodated the Confederates much 
and, with the peace agreement of 
1516, the ”Eternal Peace”, gave them 
Ticino and the Valtellina and demand-
ed an everlasting peace with France in 
return.

Georg Thürer.  
Die Wende von Marignano.  

Zurich 1965, pp. 41/42
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round off their territory. The transition 
from the late Middle Ages to the Mod-
ern Age was a troubled time in which nu-
merous power struggles and campaigns 
of conquest between the various Europe-
an powers took place, with changing al-
liances. The Confederates took part often 
as sought-after mercenaries in these wars 
– but also had to defend their own grow-
ing area from attacks. Until the turning 
point of 1515, they resisted successfully 
and secured their borders in the north, east 
and west, as for example at the end of the 
15th century in the Burgundy wars (1474–
1476) against Charles the Bold and in the 
Swabian War (1499) against the German 
Empire.

Marignano – the crossroad 
When the Confederates went south they 
had to make a decision: Should they try 
to take part in the power struggles of the 
mighty or should they recall the admon-
ishing words of Niklaus von Flüe to or-
ganize modestly their affairs in their 
small country in freedom and independ-
ence? The temptation to mingle with the 

circle of the mighty was attractive at the 
beginning of the 16th century; the Con-
federates were universally respected after 
many military victories. 

At that time the main European pow-
ers wanted to get hold or to keep their 
share of Northern Italy, the desired “gar-
den of Europe”: In addition to the Duke of 
Milan, France, the Papal States in Rome, 
the House of Habsburg, the Kingdom of 
Spain, the Republic of Venice, all were in-
volved in varying alliances in the fight for 
the city of Milan and other northern Ital-
ian cities. And the Swiss, known as good 
fighters and therefore highly sought after as 
mercenaries or allies, became even some-
thing like a big power in the years between 
1512 and 1515, first securing the entire Ti-
cino and then continuing to stretch their 
fingers south towards Novara and Milan.4 
In any case, the many victories against the 
powerful armies went some confederates’ 
head. In retrospect, you can therefore say 
that the heavy defeat which they finally suf-
fered against France in the battle of Marig-
nano brought a pause and a reflection on 
the objectives and values of the alliance of 
the thirteen old cantons that was urgently 
needed for the continuation of the existence 
of the Confederation.

It seems that the current Swiss people 
are at a similar crossroads – of course in 
a different environment than 500 years 
ago. The question of us Swiss people in 
the 21st century is: Shall we modestly con-
centrate on our small-scale state and take 
our place in the world as a neutral mem-
ber of the international community, with 
all duties associated with this privileged 
status? (See also paragraph “Perpetual 
armed neutrality – combat spirit and com-
mitment” on the following page).

Or do we want the pillars of the Swiss 
model to collapse – federalism, direct de-
mocracy, perpetual armed neutrality and 
multilingualism – only to pave the way for 
some career-minded politicians, regular 
officers and members of the Swiss admin-
istration to get their dream job in EU or 
NATO?

“The key question is:  
Freedom or power –  

a confederation or a kingdom?”5

That was the question the historian Georg 
Thürer raised in his research work on the 
defeat of the Confederates at the Battle of 
Marignano. He concludes that it was not 
the military defeat alone, which prompt-
ed the ancient Confederates 500 years ago 
to retreat on their native soil north of the 
Alps, but that their attempt to find their 
place in the world of the great powers did 
simply not suit them.

For the Confederation was a federation 
of small and free communes banded to-
gether to ensure that the individual places 
were able to preserve their freedom with 
the assistance of their allies. They had 
no intention of becoming a centrally or-
ganized superpower that would be com-
manded by one single ruler and involved 
in the power struggles and intrigues of the 
other great powers. Rather, they had de-
liberately chosen to form a cooperative 
alliance, a network of independent com-
munes in which everyone had a vote in the 
Diet, regardless of the number of people 
living in the commune, and could decide 
freely, for example, whether they want-
ed to join a military campaign to Milan 
(which was not a defensive war!) or not. 
Furthermore, each commune retained its 
freedom to regulate its own affairs - today 
we would say that the covenant of the Old 
Swiss Confederation consisted of 13 sov-
ereign members. In the words of Professor 
Georg Thürer, „The allies did not want to 
do without this freedom of an own deci-
sion. They did not want to waive their sov-
ereign right, neither politically nor mili-
tarily. It corresponded with their belief in 
the rule of the people. This also included a 
national army under their own leadership. 
It would have contradicted the essence of 
the old Confederation to maintain a stand-

mw. With regards to the Constitution of 
1848 George Thürer writes: “With the 
departure from the old federalism in 
foreign policy and military the federal 
nature of the structure of the Confeder-
ation is, however, not at all devalued. It 
allows today as in the past the inner ful-
fillment of our civil life in a manageable 
cantonal political system, in that healthy 
midway between the small-scale com-
munity and the greater state. Within this 
federal scope we do not want to miss 
the government nor the independent 
cultural life of twenty-five [now twenty-
six, Current Concerns’ note] cantons but 
we appreciate and uphold it as a source 
of freedom and richness of our Confed-
eration. That would be a monotonous 
Switzerland, where the cantons were a 
mere numbers of government units and 
would therefore lose their characters! 
We rather enjoy the colorful interplay 
of states, whether they decide their po-
litical fate at the ancient ’Landsgemein-
de‘ or at the ballot box!”

Georg Thürer.  
Die Wende von Marignano.  

(Turning point of Marignano),  
Zurich 1965, pp.47-48.

Let us also hear what the historian Edgar 
Bonjour said, who gave three lectures on 
“Swiss political system and Swiss cultural 
history” in May 1939, so to speak on the 
eve of World War II, at the request of 
the student body [!] of Basel. Consider-
ing the threatening world situation, he 
warned, “[...] that the strength of our 

country as a whole lies precisely in the 
power of intact members of the Confed-
eration, that the destruction of canton-
al sovereignty would amount to a self-
abolition of Switzerland, for there is an 
ancient relationship between a central-
istic-etatist and a dictatorial-totalitarian 
conception of the state”. Bonjour pre-
sented the federalist principle of Swit-
zerland, which especially does also jus-
tice to minorities, for the purpose of 
spiritual resistance against the then im-
pending lack of culture: “The federal 
law has become our experienced form 
of community. It provides each of our 
four diverse, by size so dissimilar eth-
nic groups an undisturbed own exist-
ence and promotes their fruitful coop-
eration. It alone also bans the specter 
of minority problems and language 
dispute from our territories. The legal 
structure of member states encompasses 
the most peculiar Swiss political charac-
ter. We continue to believe in it not out 
of a tense sentimentality but by faith in 
the individual determination of the part 
of people within the nation as a whole, 
from insight into the deep meaning of 
this legal organization. We do not con-
sider it as backward, but – despite every-
thing – a promising future. To our Swiss 
ears the harmony of many voices togeth-
er sounds better than the monotony of 
unanimous unison.” 

Edgar Bonjour. Werden und Wesen der 
schweizerischen Demokratie (Develop-

ment and Character of Swiss Democracy). 
Basel 1939, pp. 23-24.
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ing army under a constant commander in 
Lombardy.“6

Is this perhaps the reason why some of 
today’s Swiss historians are unwilling to 
deal seriously with the roots of Swiss his-
tory, because they would have to discuss 
the question “hold on to our independence 
or being roped in by those in power?” 
openly and honestly with their fellow citi-
zens? Of course, “independence” does not 
mean a “separation”, a “single-handed ef-
fort”, as the EU turbos do claim. Switzer-
land has always been open to the world 
and exchanged ideas with anyone in the 
world who is serious. But we want to set-
tle our affairs on our own.

Joining the EU and contributing our 
ideas of “democracy”? Well, we are in 
the middle of Europe, surrounded by 
EU Member States: Anyone who reigns 
in his Brussels office is invited to learn 
from the Swiss model – if he is willing 
to. Following the command of NATO or, 
because it sounds more “harmless”, fol-
lowing the commander of a “humanitar-
ian” EU military mission? Or would you 
prefer restoring our militia army – or in 
the words of Georg Thürer “the people‘s 
army under their own leaders” – and en-
abling it to defend our country and our 
values if it should eventually be neces-
sary? Contenting ourselves with “being 
surrounded by friends” is more than 
naive given the world situation and the 
pitches, which are attuned against lead-
ers who do not march in line with the sole 
superpower.

“The most peculiar features of the 
political Swissness are fixed in  

the legal order of the Member States”7

We can therefore conclude that the roots 
of our current Swiss state structure were 
already created in the early 16th century 
in the Confederation of the thirteen can-
tons: first a federation of cantons with 
strong federalist orientation, which was 
later modified in 1848 into a federal state, 
with then far-reaching sovereignty for the 
cantons. The federal government was only 
granted a few rights in 1848, especially in 
foreign policy:

Art. 8. The Confederacy has the sole 
right of declaring War, and of con-
cluding Peace, as well as of forming 
Alliances with Foreign Countries, 
and of making Treaties with them, 
especially such as relate to custom-
house duties and to commerce.8

The Confederacy was granted, inter alia, 
the monopoly to charge duties (Art. 23) 
and introduce unified coins and weights 
(Art. 36/37). The formulation in Arti-
cle 36, paragraph 2 is especially nice, 

“Coinage by the Cantons is discontin-
ued, and is carried on solely by the Con-
federacy.”

“That would be a monotonous Swit-
zerland, where the cantons were mere 
numbers of government units and would 
therefore lose their characters!” writes 
Professor Thürer. We Swiss in the 21st cen-
tury will soon be in this state, if we do not 
object: In the so-called “House of the Can-
tons” our Councillors, elected by the can-
tonal voters, hold their “Directors’ Con-
ferences”: these are structures that take 
decisions without being legitimized by the 
citizens in their canton; secret circles that 
concoct their projects and programs such 
as Curriculum 21 behind closed doors, 
contrary to the constitutional right of cit-
izens to public negotiations, and then try 
to impose these programs on the numbers 
– sorry, the cantons – without asking the 
people.

“To our Swiss ears the harmony of 
many voices together sounds better than 
the monotony of unanimous unison “ 
were the words of Professor Edgar Bon-
jour to the Basle students in May 1939. 
For the family album of the “HarmoS”-
zealots: We Swiss do not want a monot-
ony of unanimous unison for our school 
children. We want Glarus and Graubünden 
and Solothurn schools continue to contrib-
ute to the harmony of many voices togeth-
er. A harmony without HarmoS. What an 
intervention in the school jurisdiction of 

the cantons by HarmoS and the Curricu-
lum 21! What a straitjacket in which the 
school reformers want to put our children 
in the whole country!

We prefer to stay with the harmony of 
many voices together.

“Liberi e Svizzeri!” –  
Four language cultures under one roof
Another cornerstone of Switzerland is 
multilingualism. This feature was al-
ready created in the early 16th century. 
With the admission of Freiburg/Fribourg 
in the confederation in 1481 the “Confed-
eracy in upper German lands” included a 
bilingual commune for the first time. The 
Uri people had already conquered Lev-
entina on the south side of the Gotthard 
before 1440 and in 1516 the remaining 
Ticino areas were included according to 
the “Eternal Peace”. With Graubünden, 
which included not only the German and 
Romansh and Italian-speaking valleys, 
the Confederates allied prior to the Swa-
bian War of 1499.

Although the Ticino was still a so-
called “Common Rule”, i.e. it was admin-
istered by the confederate cantons togeth-
er, “[...] but they did not lose the standard 
for the considerable freedom they en-
joyed compared with the neighborhood. 
When the question arose of whether Swit-
zerland’s southern oriel should be given 

mw. “Moreover, the will to defend, 
which is part of a healthy will to live, may 
not weaken among the people. Whoev-
er loves our free life should therefore 
fight for the assertion of the Confeder-
ation and prepare in time. The bravery 
and endurance which gave the heroes 
of Marignano their memorable attitude 
should not be less in the changed world 
situation and new forms of warfare of 
our time, especially as the army of Swit-
zerland, the only country in Europe that 
has not changed its borders since the 
time of Napoleon, does not intend to 
conquer lands, but wants to maintain 
the gifts and tasks of our small state.” 
This is what Prof Thürer wrote on the oc-
casion of the 450th commemoration of 
Marignano in 1965, and it seems that 50 
years later these words have lost noth-
ing of their importance and topicality.
Georg Thürer. Die Wende von Marignano. 

(The turning point of Marignano) 
Zurich 1965, p. 56

In 1939, at the time of a far more threat-
ening world situation, Professor Edgar 
Bonjour pointed out that the Swiss neu-
trality did not mean neutrality without 
principles: “With regard to this it must 
be said that neutrality for us is only 
a principle of foreign policy, not of a 
human- mental attitude. [...] Hence it 
corresponds to the common sense and 

is a commandment of sheer self-preser-
vation. But this does not imply that Swit-
zerland has already resigned in world 
history. Our neutrality prevents the in-
dividual citizen in no way from making 
a judgment about events in world poli-
tics or to analyze foreign ideologies and 
take a stand. [...] A Swiss citizen won’t 
be dictated what he should think, speak 
and write, neither by his own nor by a 
foreign government.”

Then Bonjour points to the obligation 
which neutrality imposes on Switzer-
land and the Swiss, especially the duty 
for the military defense of the country: 
“The right to make all quarrels of great 
powers futile imposes obligations on 
us. The obligation to protect our polit-
ical and territorial independence with 
military means; but also obligations to 
protect our cultural identity with spir-
itual means. [...] And finally obligations 
of granting asylum, and the willingness 
to intergovernmental agreements and 
helpfulness. [...] The fact that the Swiss 
neutrality accomplished positive bene-
fits, has earned it international reputa-
tion and the overall recognition as an el-
ement of European politics.“

Edgar Bonjour. Werden und Wesen der 
schweizerischen Demokratie  

(Development and Character of Swiss  
Democracy). Basel 1939, pp. 35–37 
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to the adjacent Cisalpine or the Helvetic 
Republic, the call for “Liberi i Svizzeri!” 
rose in Lugano in 1798.9 So the Canton 
Ticino has been an equal Canton since the 
Helvetic Republic, whose current citizens 
most clearly cast their vote against the in-
tegration into the EU in referendums on 
bilateral contracts.

Edgar Bonjour also points out that the 
former subjects of the Vaud and Ticino 
“at the hour of free will, at the dooms-
day of the old Confederation [...] al-
most passionately professed their belief 
in Switzerland.” In the fact that the Ti-
cinesi and the Italians very quickly had 
no resentment against their former rul-
ers, Bonjour sees a proof that the Ger-
man Confederation allowed the Ticine-
si from the beginning to make Italian 
their official language and even con-
ducted their correspondence with them 
in Italian. The Bernese did the same, 
“The Bernese governors ruled the Vaud 
in French; they even allowed the ruled 
people to gradually conquer them cul-
turally.”10 At the same time many people 
in the cantons of Vaud and Ticino also 
spoke Swiss German.

This is still true today: Most of the el-
derly Swiss Germans can manage things 
in French or Italian and vice versa in 
everyday life. Since in primary school 
we had no French lessons, but 
learned the German language 
thoroughly as a solid basis for 
foreign languages at secondary 
level. By the way, many French 
and some Italian words are solid 
components in the vocabulary of 
our Swiss German: from “por-
temonnaie” (wallet) to “trot-
toir” (sidewalk) and “glace” 
(ice cream) to “confiserie” (con-
fectionery) and “merci”, from 
“boccia” (bocce) to “marroni” 
(chestnuts) to “trattoria” (small 
restaurant).

Today, German, French and 
Italian are equal official languag-
es. Every law, every entry on the 
website of the Federation is to be 
found in all three languages. Each 
Swiss may address the federal au-
thorities orally or in writing in his 
own language and he will receive 
his mail accordingly from Berne. 
The Rhaeto-Romanic language 
gets special promotion, so that it 
can remain, for example with its 
own radio station and subsidies for 
school books. In the bilingual can-
tons of Berne, Fribourg and Val-
ais and in trilingual Grisons each 
language is equal to the other.

This compassionate care of multilin-
gualism since the beginning of the coop-
eration in the 15th century, even in times 
of the Condominiums, is another impor-
tant pillar of the Swiss model. Therefore, 
Swiss diplomats are often called in as a 
consultant for language disputes in other 
countries.

Perpetual armed neutrality –  
combat spirit and commitment

The principle of neutrality, another pillar 
of the Swiss model, began to emerge grad-
ually since the defeat of Marignano, “The 
turning point of Marignano proved to be 
launching a development that was benefi-
cial for Switzerland and probably the en-
tire world,” Georg Thürer notes. For Swit-
zerland, it was truly a blessing that they 
could – with the exception of the Helvet-
ic Republic, the occupation by Napoleon 
I from 1798 to 1803 – refrain from Euro-
pean wars. In the 1815 Treaty of Paris the 
great powers of Europe accepted neutral-
ity, “this proven state maxim of Switzer-
land and the continuance of its territory 
because the neutrality and independence 
of the Confederation was ‘in the interest 
of entire Europe’.”11

For the world, in turn, the blessing of 
the Swiss neutrality statute works by self-
imposed obligations, which are an integral 
part of our foreign policy. These include 
the offer of Good Services, humanitarian 
aid, the primary responsibility of Switzer-

land for the ICRC and the fulfillment of 
its tasks in the world as well as the spe-
cial obligation as depositary state of the 
Geneva Conventions. Thürer describes 
how a Swiss man from Geneva, Henry 
Dunant, touched by the unspeakable mis-
ery of war established the ICRC, and puts 
this fact in the context of Marignano, „In 
1864, the Geneva Red Cross Convention 
was launched, which has since then saved 
the lives of millions of people. Howev-
er, this fund could hardly have been es-
tablished so effectively if neutrality, ob-
served since Marignano, would not have 
offered such a reasonably secure place in a 
country. Therefore the Red Cross adopted 
the Swiss national emblem with reversed 
colors as its symbol.“12

And do not forget: Switzerland’s neu-
trality is an armed neutrality, with the con-
stitutional mandate to ensure the defense 
of the country and its people, and it is a 
perpetual neutrality, and clearly one of the 
fundamental values that every Swiss per-
son has internalized (90–95 percent in all 
surveys).

We close our reflection on the devel-
opment and shaping of the Swiss model 
after the defeat of Marignano with some 
of Georg Thürer’s words on the “Order of 
the small state”: “It is now not only a ser-
vice for the West, but for the world when 
the Confederation provides the vivid ex-
ample that even in a small space several 
language groups can live together in peace 

and freedom, and that we can entrust the 
decisive word to the citizens at the bal-
lot box not only in elections, but even in 
important issues.” Thürer ends his book, 
“Die Wende von Marignano” with an 
appreciation of the great Swiss Johann 
Heinrich Pestalozzi: “In the education 
towards a social human being Pestaloz-
zi saw the greatest contribution of our 
small state to the culture of the contem-
porary world.”13

This means for us Swiss in the 21st 

century not to compete for the favour of 
the great powers, not to march along in 
their wars, but advance and progress in 
the education of our children towards 
social human beings and fellow citizens. 
Let us get started! 	 •
1	Arthur Wyss-Niederer, Sankt Gotthard – Via 
Helvetica, Berne 1979

2	Arthur Wyss-Niederer, ibid., p. 2
3	Georg Thürer. Die Wende von Marignano. Zurich 
1965, pp. 14/15

4	Georg Thürer, ibid., p. 45
5	Georg Thürer, ibid., p. 45
6	Georg Thürer, ibid., p. 47
7	Edgar Bonjour. Werden und Wesen der schweizer-
ischen Demokratie. Basel 1939, pp. 23/24

8	https://www.e-helvetica.nb.admin.ch/directAccess
?callnumber=nbdig-722455

9	Georg Thürer, ibid., p. 53
10	Edgar Bonjour, ibid., pp. 24/25
11	Georg Thürer, ibid., p. 55
12	Georg Thürer, ibid., p. 56
13	Georg Thürer, ibid., pp. 57/58

Trail of confederate warriors across the Alps 
(“Luzerner Bilderchronik”, 1513)
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In the margins of the 
conference “Euro-
pean choice: Glo-
balization or Re-sov-
ereignization” on 
6 March in Geneva, 
Current Concerns 
spoke to Dr Vladimir 
I. Yakunin. 

Current Concerns: 
What is your assess-
ment of the present 

situation in Ukraine? When is the end of 
the conflict to be expected? 
Dr Vladimir I. Yakunin: To tell the truth, 
I’m not a politician to answer the ques-
tions concerning the feasibility of the 
end of the conflict. I am studying poli-
tics. My task is to learn how to find the 
major trends and this is how I’m studying 
politics. To my mind the Ukrainian cri-
sis is a very specific crisis. In contempo-
rary history there is not a single example 
of that kind of crisis. Yugoslavia has al-
ready been mentioned here. We can also 
consider Lybia from this angle. 

But that is a specific case, because there 
is a conflict on the territory of a country 
with the same historical roots as Russia 
itself. It is a country which has actually 
never been a state. It has always been a 
part of the Russian Empire, Russian so-
ciety, Soviet society, etc. As regards its 
culture, Ukraine is part of the [Russian] 
territory, and from the point of view of 
values it is quite the same. And now they 
are divided and even a part of the existing 
Ukrainian state is strictly divided into the 
south-eastern part and the very western 
part of this country. The situation is ex-
tremely dangerous because it is also evok-
ing the beast of neonazism. 

I have a lot of friends, I am travel-
ling a lot around the countries in Europe. 
I’m talking to governors, to prime min-
isters, presidents and I know that the ac-
tual mass media reflection of the crisis in 
Ukraine is not adequate. I am far from 
being the one who possesses the ultimate 
truth, but I was surprised how difficult 
it is for the western societies to find in-
formation. So, to my mind, that is a lack 
of actual knowledge of what was and is 
going on on that territory. Which is bring-
ing us to this global misunderstanding 
among the political parties. 

As far as I’m concerned the key to 
the conflict does not lie in Kiev, nor in 
Moscow and even not in Minsk, it lies 
in Washington. But on the other hand, an 
Austrian friend of mine told me when he 

visited the USA and when he was talk-
ing to very prominent people there, his 
friends, they said no, no, no, we are not 
involved in the Ukrainian crisis, that is a 
purely European case.

Despite progresses made in Ukraine so 
far, the US and the European Union hold 
on to their imposed sanctions on Russia. 
What do the people of Russia think about 
the politics of sanctions imposed by the 
West? 
The answer is simple. The poll results 
show that more than 86% of the pop-
ulation of Russia are supportive of the 
course of President Putin and that is 
the same for the elderly and the young-

er generation. One political observer 
said that, in the history after the Sovi-
et Union, those sanctions contributed 
more to the consolidation of the Rus-
sian society than any previous attempt 
to this aim on the part of the government 
and other governmental structures. This 
is first. Secondly, I suppose we need to 
admit that the spectrum of the society is 
very, very wide. You can find liberals, 
you can find neoliberals, you can find 
communists, you can find nationalists. 
Unfortunately, one can even observe the 
remnants of neofacism. I am ashamed 
to say, but this is true. On the other hand 

“Russia is sending signals  
of sovereignty and independence”

Interview with Dr Vladimir Ivanovich Yakunin

In the Annunciation friary in Nizhny Novgorod, one of the oldest monasteries in Russia: believers 
receive holy water. (picture: H/K)

Vladimir Ivanovich Yakunin was born in 
1948 in Melenki, Vladimir Oblast. He is 
Head of the Department of State Politics 
of the Faculty of Political Science at the 
Lomonosov Moscow State University, 
Doctor of Political Science, Visiting Pro-
fessor at the Stockholm School of Eco-
nomics, Honorary Doctor of the Diplo-
matic Academy of the Russian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Member of the 
Russian Academy of Social Sciences.

In the years between 1985 and 1991 
he was Second, then First Secretary of 
the Permanent Representative of the 
USSR to the United Nations. On June 
2005 he was appointed Head of the Rus-
sian Railways (RŽD).

He is the founder, Vice Chairman and 
Chairman of the Committee of Trustees 
of the Centre of the National Glory of 
Russia and the Endowment for St An-

drew’s the First-Called Foundation, one 
of the oldest Russian foundations, locat-
ed in Geneva since 2013. Vladimir Yakun-
in is the founding President of the Public 
World Forum “Dialogue of Civilisations” 
and co-President of the Association 
“Franco-Russian Dialogue”.

He holds numerous internation-
al awards, such as the Golden Order of 
Merit of the Republic of Serbia for the 
organisation of humanitarian aid for Ko-
sovo and Metohija, he was awarded the 
National Order of the Legion of Honour, 
the Grand Decoration of Honour in Gold 
with Star for Services to the Republic of 
Austria, the Order “For Civil Merit” of 
the “Grand Cross” degree of the King-
dom of Spain, the Order of Merit of the 
Italian Republic in the degree of “Grand 
Officer” and officer of the Russian 
“Order of Friendship”.

Vladimir Ivanovich 
Yakunin 

(picture thk)

continued on page 10
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”’Russia is sending signals …’” 
continued from page 9

the majority of the population voted in 
favour of the policy of Putin. It is not 
because of propaganda because peo-
ple rank and file always knew what was 
going in the Soviet Union and they still 
know what is going on behind the walls 
of the Kremlin. 

What are the consequences of the sanc-
tions for the people in Russia?
Of course, these sanctions badly influ-
ence the life of the people. Not only ma-
terially. But psychologically. It is a kind 
of reaction on the part of Russian major-
ity. We were trying to become part of the 
European family. We did a lot for that, 
we never meant any aggression. We never 
insulted anybody. Why should the world 
permit e.g. official representatives of Po-
land to speak so badly about the history 
of World War II in which our country lost 
27 million people? Why was the world 
not shaken by this attempt to insult, and 
that is a pure attempt to insult, to punch 
into the wounds. That is disgusting in 
my view. Those people are not illiterate, 
they are well educated, they know quite 
well what they are doing. And then the 

question is, for whom do they do it and at 
what prize. That’s it!

In contemporary world, which role does 
today’s Russia play, which role do the 
Russian people play? With respect to 
that role, are there any reasons for fear 
of Russia – one speaks about “Russopho-
bia”? What does the term Russian World 
mean?
In the contemporary world there are only 
four countries who could behave and who 
could think globally on a political level. 
One of them – historically seen – is Great 
Britain. Not that it is still a great empire 
but psychologically and historically they 
are thinking globally. Then, the United 
States of America, of course. The newly 
born global empire, as Chomsky called it, 
and of course, China. Fourth is the Russian 
Empire. Russia today inherited this senti-
ment, a huge territory, a big population, 
and they are thinking globally. From the 
point of view of an adversary, the United 
States can see Russia as a major target, a 
major objective. Why? Because of its nu-
clear and military potential. Because it is 
historically proven and because Russia 
is sending signs of sovereignty and inde-
pendence. It is not just because Snowden 
has settled in Russia. He just could not 

find any place to go, right? So for our gov-
ernment it was natural, if he did not com-
mit any criminal offence in terms of kill-
ing people, drug affairs or something like 
that, he has the right to be protected. That 
is the major human right.

You can ask why “Russophobia” is 
so necessary to the contemporary west-
ern world. It is historically proven that 
it was not Russia or the Russian Empire 
who fought with the West. It is known 
from history that it was vice versa. Those 
who are condemning the idea of a Russian 
world because it reflects their mind, their 
imperialistic feature of contemporary Rus-
sia, they are just avoiding the actual truth. 
For it is quite normal for the people from 
a certain city or from a certain village, that 
they know each other and possibly sup-
port each other if they have the possibility 
to communicate in their different city or 
in the different village. Those people from 
Greece who live in New York City, for ex-
ample, have their community in New 
York City. They all have this kind of semi 
world. So when we use the term Russian 
world, we mean the people who possibly 
emigrated from Russia during the Revolu-
tion. Or those people who left Russia later 

“European choice: globalization or re-sovereignization”

ef. On 6 March a panel discussion on the 
topic “European choice: globalization or 
re-sovereignisation” took place in the 
Swiss Press Club in Geneva. The confer-
ence was organized by the Endowment 
for St Andrew the First-Called Founda-
tion and supported by the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry of Swiss-Russia/
CIS, Swiss-Russian Forum, the Lomon-
ossov Moscow State University, and the 
World Public Forum “Dialogue of Civili-
sations”. More than a hundred experts 
from Russia, Switzerland, Austria, Ger-
many, Greece, France, Belgium, Italy, 
Sweden, Denmark and Great Britain 
participated in the discussion. The con-
ference was moderated by Guy Mettan, 
president of the Swiss Press Club in Ge-
neva and president of the Geneva Red 
Cross.

The first part of the event dealt with 
“globalization as politics”.

Considering the mainly negative 
consequences of globalization, nation-
al states face the choice either to keep 
their national sovereignty and demo-
cratic policy or to be involved in the pro-
cess of international integration (glo-
balization, WTO, TTIP, TiSA, etc.). Many 
participants in the discussion pointed to 
the negative consequences of globalisa-
tion in all areas of society, especially the 
associated loss of sovereignty.

Switzerland was brought into promi-
nence as a positive example, succeeding 
better than other European countries in 

creating mechanisms to protect its state 
sovereignty. Thus its highly developed 
banking system had spared Switzerland 
the dependence on the US Federal Re-
serve network. 

In contrast, the globalised “bank-
ing system […] has turned into an ab-
solutely independent and rather prof-
itable kind of business which dictates 
other elements of the economy how 
they should develop”, as Dr Vladimir I. 
Yakunin, founder and deputy president 
of the Endowment for St Andrew the 
First-Called Foundation and political sci-
entists explained in his opening speech. 
He emphasized: “The processes connect-
ed with globalization lead to the situa-
tion that some part of the state’s sover-
eignty including economic sovereignty is 
handed over to supranational organs”.

With sobering bluntness, Rich-
ard Werner, Professor for internation-
al banking at the Business School of 
the University of Southampton, direc-
tor of the Centre for Banking, Finance 
and Sustainable Development, Chair-
man of Local First Community Interest, 
shared his opinion on the economic con-
sequences of globalization: “For the 
last forty years we can see how strong 
the influence of IMF and other banking 
structures was on the development of 
different economies around the world 
when it comes to privatization, liberali-
zation and deregulation. The result was 
quite different from the expected one. 

As a result there was a lack of develop-
ment, inequality, economic and political 
dependence of countries whereever this 
policy was applied”.

Professor Hans Köchler, President of 
the International Progress Organization, 
was formulating his criticism of globali-
zation from the standpoint of legal phi-
losophy and international law: “Because 
state sovereignty is founded in the in-
alienable rights of the citizen, ‘re-sover-
eignization’ necessarily means respect  
of the right to self-determination and 
re-democratization of politics at the do-
mestic and inter-state level. […] In the 
European framework, supranational 
structures and procedures have under-
mined democratic decision-making not 
only at the domestic, but at the inter-
governmental level as well.”

The participants of the conference 
agreed that a common goal of all Eu-
ropean countries had to be preserva-
tion and protection or rather recovery 
of sovereignty as well as the prevention 
of conflicts. Further contributions to the 
conference emphazised the importance 
of a historical exchange between the Eu-
rope and Russia countries, in particular 
with Switzerland. This exchange could 
be a fruitful base for the future and for 
sustainable development.

The entire conference has been docu-
mented at www.st-andrew-foundation.
org.

continued on page 11
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”’Russia is sending signals …’” 
continued from page 10

but who are still in love with their home-
land, in love with their culture – these 
people would like to preserve and would 
like to introduce their culture to other cul-
tures which is definitely the meaning of 
the word dialogue, meaning the interac-
tion among different cultures and differ-
ent nations. And we are standing for that. 
It has nothing of aggressive implementa-
tion of some particular ideas to the socie-
ties in the West. That is to promote and to 
sustain the rich culture of the Russian lan-
guage, the diversity of Russian culture and 
that is the meaning of Russian world. 

In your Berlin speech you held during the 
conference “Friendship with Russia” in 
2014, you spoke about the crisis of iden-
tity of the West as well as a crisis of iden-
tity of Russia. What do you mean by that? 
Maybe in a distant age, all the human be-
ings on the earth will be just human be-
ings of the earth population. Not Germans, 
not Austrians, not Swiss, not Russian, etc. 
But the multicultural world of Swiss, Ger-
man, Russian people, etc. provides such a 
big variety of possibilities and it also pro-
vides the value of this world. So we are 
made believe to forget, just to oust that we 
are Germans, Russians, English, Ameri-
cans in order to be in line with the main-
stream. And this mainstream whose name 
is globalisation does not mean to devel-
op a human being of highest possible hu-
mane, respectful features. 

You heard that it is all about the Amer-
icanisation of the world. And the Amer-
ican nation is a specific nation. People 
who were coming there were people who 
left behind their history. The history of 
their nations. They were immigrating and 
cut off all their linkage. That mentality 
can explain some of the features of Amer-
ican policy. They have nothing to inherit 
from the past, they value nothing from the 
past. It is not like the historical nations. It 
is not alike. In history we had good things 
and bad things. Such is life. Everyone of 

us can be ashamed of something he or she 
did. But that is also part of the life which 
cultivated the nature of a person. When 
I was talking about losing self identi-
ty, I mentioned that the aggressive sup-
pression of humanity in the human being 
means that we lose the identity of the 
human being. Moreover, the cult of con-
sumerism is bringing to the surface an ab-
solutely new breed of the human beings. 
The person who is nothing but a consum-
er, only wants to consume, only wants to 
have in order to have, only wants to get 
what serves his or her desires. Needless to 
say without any responsibility towards the 
other. During the period of French Revo-
lution there was a well known case which 
to my mind is a good description of the 
freedom of a person, individual freedom 
of the person. The judge ruled that your 
freedom to use your hands ends with the 
nose of another person. And that is true.

How do you see the importance of neutral 
Switzerland for Russia?
I do not have time to particularly point 
out the most valuable theme about the 
history of contemporary Switzerland. 
Through two wars Switzerland avoid-

ed to be part of the war destructions. 
Throughout the history Switzerland had 
a federal structure of state with four 
equal major languages and nobody feels 
hurt by the fact that if he goes to Laus-
anne it might be better to talk French 
there. Nobody, that is normal, because 
of this equality. I suppose Switzerland 
can give a very good example on this 
and I can add, that Russia is also a mul-
tinational country. Not one small people 
lost its existence. They were not elim-
inated and they were not suppressed. 
Even more some of the languages were 
given another possibility to be written 
languages, and not only in the songs and 
in the poems. And that is true. So we 
have many things in comparison that are 
equal and I suppose we can strive for a 
kind of closer cooperation of our socie-
ties to show the examples how the peo-
ple could coexist muliticulturally, multi-
ethnically and they rightly can coexist.	

Dr Yakunin, thank you very much for the 
interview.	 •

(Interview  
Dr Eva Maria Föllmer-Müller)

View upon the frozen Wolga close to Nizhny Novgorod. (picture H/K)
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It is not merely a number of internet por-
tals and smaller, mostly alternative print 
media, but also a few publishers that have 
taken the step to make critical informa-
tion available in addition to the presently 
usual media contributions about Ukraine, 
Russia and the West. Four of them will be 
presented below in short and recommend-
ed to be read. 

Krone-Schmalz: Understand Russia

The first book that is to be recommended 
here was published only a few weeks ago 
and was met with high interest. “Under-
stand Russia. The battle for the Ukraine 
and the arrogance of the West” is the only 
book that has been released by an estab-
lished German publisher. The author is a 
well-known former ARD [“Consortium” 
of the public-law broadcasting institu-
tions of the Federal Republic of German] 
correspondent to Moskow, Gabriele Kro-
ne-Schmalz. Today she is a professor of 
journalism and TV and a member of the 
Directing Committee of the Petersburg 
Dialogue. Her new book ranks number 
two on the Spiegel’s best-seller list.

As a journalist with heart and soul Mrs 
Krone-Schmalz is appalled by the Ger-
man media covering on Russia. The jour-
nalistic duties of care and the principles of 
journalistic ethics have been fundamental-
ly violated. Mrs Krone-Schmalz demon-
strates this observation by means of many 
examples, not only since the Ukraine cri-
sis; and once more she confirms the state-
ment of the ARD program committee in 

summer 2014. “Because of its observa-
tions it came to the conclusion that the 
ARD coverage on the crisis in Ukraine 
has in part given the impression of bias 
and has tended to be directed against Rus-
sia and the Russian positions. […] Moreo-
ver, there were some key points that would 
have been important for assessing and un-
derstanding the causes and the escalation 
of the crisis, which were missing in the 
ARD reporting on the Ukraine, or were 
treated inadequately.”

“Understand Russia” is much more 
than a discussion about the western media 
coverage. It is even more than the excel-
lent suggestions at the end of the book, 
on what an adequate coverage might look 
like. The book gives credit to its title and 
tries to make the German-speaking read-
ers understand the Russian position. And 
it is worthwhile to carefully reflect a sen-
tence like the following from the penulti-
mate chapter of the book: “Had the Rus-
sian interests been taken seriously early 
and had one chosen the cooperative rath-
er than the confrontational way, one could 
have avoided the many killed, injured, 
traumatized, ruined and fleeing people.”

In the chapters “The Ukraine, Russia 
and the West” and “The struggle for the 
Ukraine” the facts that have led to the pre-
sent situation in the country since 1991 are 
once again diligently collected.

Dashed hopes – missed opportunities
The chapters “Dashed Hopes – missed op-
portunities” and “The idea of peace” are 
quite impressive. Mrs Krone-Schmalz 
honors the merits of the Soviet govern-
ance in the second half of the 80s and 
writes: “It was a masterly political perfor-
mance to break up the Soviet Union es-
sentially without blood shed. But instead 
of supporting and accompanying the pro-
cess, this part of the world was treated as 
the loser’s side.” Russia, as she continues, 
“was not given a chance for an unbur-
dened fresh start and from the beginning 
stood under special observation by the 
‘international community of states’ which 
wanted to rapidly enforce their rules in 
this part of the world, as well.”

Once more, Mrs Krone-Schmalz re-
calls, how much trust Russia had put in 
the West after 1991 and how this trust had 
been misused to humiliate and rob the 
country, how the country was denied po-
litical and economic equality and thus that 
confidence was lost piece by piece: “The 
people were facing predatory capitalism 
instead of the moderated form of social 
market economy. […] The situation was 

somewhat perverse since Russia did not 
dare to establish social protection mech-
anisms out of the concern that the West 
might misunderstand that as a socialist or 
communist measure and withdraw alto-
gether.”

Putin sought cooperation with the 
West, but was not taken seriously

When Vladimir Putin became president 
of the country, he wanted to rebuild the 
country, in fact in cooperation with the 
West. But all his pre-proposals for more 
and for closer cooperation were rejected: 
“Putin was one of the first who spoke of 
a multipolar world and a ‘common securi-
ty space’ from Vladivostok to Vancouver. 
Neither the one nor the other evoked some 
reaction from which he could conclude to 
be taken seriously.” Finally: “The long se-
ries of Western rejections and the utterly 
ignoring of Russian interests from a Rus-
sian perspective reads in excerpts as this: 
NATO bombed Yugoslavia and Serbia in 
the late nineties, although Russia protest-
ed against it in the Security Council; in 
2003, the US and the UK launched a mili-
tary operation in Iraq due to falsified evi-
dence; in 2011, the West abused a UN res-
olution, which was intended to protect the 
civilian population, to overthrow Gaddafi. 
In Syria dubious rebel groups are support-
ed with weapons to eliminate the Assad 
regime. And wherever ‘regime change’ la-
beled ‘democratization’ succeeded, Russia 
loses old contracts and especially Western 
industrialized nations, above all the Unit-
ed States, seize the most lucrative busi-
nesses.”

“Therefore, there is only peace that 
counts” – and what did NATO do?

It is moving how in the book chapter “The 
idea of peace” the sentiments of the people 
of Russia are portrayed whom the author met 
when she was working in Russia in the late 
80s. Above all, her desire for peace: “With-
out peace nothing is worth anything, said 
a 22-year-old student of economy. […] For 
a 64 year old pensioner the only important 
event was that they had agreed on peace, 
‘our Mikhail Sergeyevich [Gorbachev] and 
the American President’. ‘What we suffered 
during the war’ she said, ‘you lads have no 
idea. I was mauled, but I survived, so the 
only thing that counts is peace.’

Immediately after the end of the Cold 
War, there were attempts to satisfy the peo-
ple’s desire for peace by settling contracts. 
But these attempts soon became obsolete, 

It is essential to be informed
Four books about Ukraine, Russia and the West

by Karl Müller

ISBN 978-3-40667525-6

continued on page 13
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instead NATO expanded towards Russia. 
So “the West behaved as the winner of the 
Cold War and believed that it could pass 
over Russian interests.” Mrs Krone-Schmalz 
quotes from a speech she held already in 
1998: “Now that we have laboriously sur-
vived, if not overcome, the times of the Cold 
War, already we’re working on a new turn, 
with only slightly shifted limits. With all due 
respect for the security needs of the Poles, 
as well as the Lithuanians and others – the 
intention to incorporate these countries into 
NATO is a fatal signal.The mere discussion 
of that plan alone caused untold damage.”

And then Mrs Krone-Schmalz recalls the 
“fall of man”: “In regard to the relations be-
tween Russia and the West, the importance 
of the war in Kosovo cannot be overestimat-
ed. Russia had to observe that the UN Se-
curity Council was completely ignored and 
that in the Western states hardly anyone was 
excited about the fact.” With respect to the 
Georgia war of 2008 the author cites her-
self again: “As a political observer one must 
not be surprised that it had come to war in 
Georgia, instead it was surprising that Rus-
sia did passively accept the western humili-
ations and provocations for so long.”

“Understand Russia” is aimed primari-
ly at a German reading public. “Anti-Rus-
sian reservations have a long tradition in 
Germany and have been consolidated in 
two World Wars,” it is written in the blurb. 
“Also in the Ukraine crisis its effectiveness 
can be observed. In fact, not only is the re-
lationship between Russia, the West and 
the Ukraine more complex than is suggest-
ed by the mainstream media, as well as the 
history since the end of the Cold War. It is 
in the EU’s best interest to have Russia as a 
partner. Those who ignore this opportunity, 

risk that Europe is pulverized in the power 
struggle of future superpowers.” 

Engdahl: War in the Ukraine
“War in the Ukraine. Chronicle of a 
planned disaster” is the title of the second 
book. It was published in November 2014. 
It was written by F. William Engdahl. F. 
William Engdahl is a US-American living 
in Germany. He has written a number of 
books. Best known are “A century of War: 
Anglo-American Oil Politics and the new 
World Order”, “Seeds of destruction” and 
“The Decline of the Dollar Empire”. You 
can find many of his essays on his web-
site www.williamengdahl.com. The new 
book has not been written in one go, but 
is a collection of essays by the author from 
1 October 2013 until 11 September 2014, 
his titles well expressing the contents as 
for example:

•	 The Ukraine hollows out own interests 
joining the EU free trade agreement 
(1 October 2013)

•	 Are the protests in the Ukraine a re-
peat of the US colour revolution? (10 
December 2013)

•	 Flagrant intervention of the US State 
Department in the conflicts in Ukraine 
(26 January 2014)

•	 United States pushes the crazy station-
ing of missiles against Russia (19 Feb-
ruary 2014)

•	 The violation of Ukraine: phase two 
begins (2 March 2014)

•	 NATO evidently employs Bandera 
snipers during the coup in the Ukraine 
(9 March 2014)

ISBN 978-3-86445-156-0
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Mackinder’s theory of the Heartland
Throughout centuries on Continental 
Europe Great Britain had pursued a bal-
ance of power politics. Its aim was to 
contain the strongest power by coali-
tions with the next strongest power so 
that the supremacy of one state could 
be avoided. Since the foundation of the 
empire (“Reichsgründung”) and the 
rapid increase of imperial Germany al-
lied with Habsburg to a scientific and 
economical big power the situation on 
the continent – viewed from an English 
perspective – changed. The former un-
questioned world power and ruler of 
the world oceans had to face the possi-
bility that its dominance could be chal-
lenged. Halford Mackinder, the British 
geographer, politician and initiator of 
the London School of Economics, later 
founder of the Royal Institute of Inter-
national Affairs (“Chatham House”) and 
exalted consultant to the English Del-
egation at the Parisian Conference for 
Peace (1919 – 1920), responded to this 
new development with a strategy paper, 
entitled “The Geographical Pivot of His-
tory”, first published in the Geograph-

ical Journal in London in 1904. In his 
book “Democratic Ideals and Reality”, 
published at the Parisian Conference for 
Peace, he deepened the geo-political 
ideas of this paper, which were labeled 
the “Heartland Theory”. […] Mackinder 
himself summarized his own theory in 
three short sentences:
•	 The one who reigns Eastern Europe, 

reigns the Heartland (Pivot Area).
•	 The one who reigns the Heartland, 

reigns the World Island (Eurasia). 
•	 The one who reigns the World Island, 

reigns the world.
The theory was based on the assumtion 
that the Eurasian-African land mass con-
tains the bulk of the world’s population 
and is blessed with the largest mineral 
resources.

Extract from: Jochen Scholz, Worum es 
geht. Die Ukraine-Krise und die geo-

politische Konstante auf dem eurasischen 
Kontinent; in: Ronald Thoden, Sabine 

Schiffer (ed.): Ukraine im Visier. Russlands 
Nachbar als Zielscheibe geostrategischer 

Interessen, 2014, pages 89 – 107 

(graphics ma)
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•	 Ukraine appoints oligarchs and gang-
sters to Governors and Ministers 
(11 March 2014)

Please note: All this is analyzed before the 
referendum on the Crimean peninsula – 
there are no subsequent justifications at all.

Essays written later go further into the 
topics:
•	 Employment of snipers is a com-

mon tactic for NATO regime changes 
(24 March 2014)

•	 New Ukrainian Government hires US 
mercenaries, to keep the East of the 
country under control (31 March 2014)

Or:
•	 The coup in the Ukraine brings Russia 

and China closer together (5 June 2014)
•	 Russia and China on the way to get rid 

of the dollar system (10 June 2014)
Or:
•	 Neo-Nazis of the Ukrainian right sec-

tor “officially” spread terror in the East 
of the country (11 June 2014) 

•	 Washington’s new strategy: outsourc-
ing of wars (12 June 2014)

•	 EU and IMF plunder the Ukrainian ag-
riculture (9 August 2014)

Geo-strategic starting points
F. William Engdahls texts are not just 
expressing opinions, but always backed 
up by facts. Like many others he once 
again recalls the geo-strategic start-
ing point of what had actually happened 
to the Ukraine since 1991 due to Russia 
(and even before the end of the Soviet 
Union). It was the former Security Advi-
sor to the US President, Zbigniew Brzez-
inski, who wrote in his book, “The Grand 
Chessboard – American Primacy and 
Its Geostrategic Imperatives”, published 
in English in 1997, quite frankly and in 

the then prevailing feeling of the United 
States’ inviolable superiority, witnessed 
by many American authors of this year: 
“the Ukraine, a new and important area 
on the Eurasian chessboard, is a geopolit-
ical pivot, because its very existence as an 
independent state contributes to the trans-
formation of Russia. Without the Ukraine 
Russia is not a Eurasian empire anymore.”

Thoden and Schiffer: Target Ukraine
Ronald Thoden, owner of the Selbrund-
Publishing-House, and Sabine Schiffer, 
head of the “Institute for media respon-
sibility”, published the third book recom-
mended here. It is an anthology of contri-
butions by different authors and is entitled 
“Ukraine im Visier. Russlands Nachbar 
als Zielscheibe geostrategischer Interes-
sen.” (Ukraine in the Crosshairs – Rus-
sia’s neighbor as a target of geo-strategic 
interests). In this book published in 2014, 
you will find many good contributions to 
understand the operations in and around 
the Ukraine and to take a critical look at 
the average local media coverage. In par-
ticular the four media-critical contribu-
tions give evidence for the Western re-
porting’s lack of seriousness and valuable 
clues for further studies.

In the first part of this volume, Rein-
hard Lauterbach calls to mind the history 
of Ukrainian nationalism, which was not 
above cooperating with Nazi Germany, and 
whose leading forces have been welcomed 
“allies” of the American secret services 
since the end of the second world war.

Hannes Hofbauer has written two ar-
ticles: one about the “Orange Revolu-
tion”, well demonstrating who the forces 
were – coming from the United States – 
that had controlled the first overthrow in 
2004. The information in his second arti-
cle about poverty and social contrasts in 
the Ukraine will be new to most German-
speaking readers. Hannes Hofbauer de-
scribes that the Ukraine was the econom-
ically weakest country among a number 
of former European Soviet republics after 
1991 and that the program of the IMF 
for the country will make matters even 
worse. It becomes clear what madness it 
meant for the country to have to choose 
either the EU or Russia before the elec-
tion. He also explains what the Ukraini-
ans will have to expect, after “their” gov-
ernment agreed to the conditions of the 
IMF-loans. In Spring of 2014, the in-
terim government stated in their letter 
to the IMF that the people would have 
to bleed for the credit amounting to 17 
billion US$.” At the same time the gov-
ernment promised to make sure that 
the wages would not rise in the next 12 
months. The minimum wage amounted to 
74 euros in Spring 2014. The collective 
agreement on wage freezing at the level 
of 1 January 2014 would complete one-

third of all planned budget savings. The 
Coalition wants to attain […] more than 
25% savings by means of ‘cutting social 
spending’. On the side of incomes the 
new Kiev government promised the IMF 
to stop subsidizing the gas price for end-
consumers and to increase the price by 
56% by 1 May 2014, which actually hap-
pened a short time later. On 1 May 2015 
the gas price will rise again by 40%.”

Still Mackinders Heartland theory?
Kurt Gritsch calls to mind the fatal con-
sequences of the NATO’s eastern en-
largement and NATO’s increasing con-
frontation with Russia. The enclosed 
map illustrates the numerous US bases 
around Russia and the ironic caption was 
“Russia wants the war. Look how close-
ly they have put their country to our mil-
itary bases”.

There is an excellent contribution by 
Jochen Scholz, who brings the events 
around the Ukraine during more than 100 
years of Anglo-American geostrategy in 
line and submits important world-his-
torical and political considerations: they 
concern the Anglo-American naval pow-
ers’s quest for world domination based on 
Halford Mackinder’s concept formulat-
ed in the early 20th century and still valid 
today. (see box) According to this, one 
must dominate the Eurasian continent to 
achieve world domination and one has to 
prevent by all means an independent rival 
on the Eurasian continent, that would 
emerge, for example, in case of closer 
German Russian relations.

The connecting line to the TTIP is in-
teresting: “Even the currently negotiated 
free trade agreement between the EU and 
the United States (TTIP) serves primarily 
to stop centrifugal tendencies in the Alli-
ance in order to tie Germany and the EU 
closer to the United States again, to pre-
vent a common economic area from Lis-
bon to Vladivostok and to exploit the EU 
for national US interests.”

The joint statement by the Presidents 
of France, Russia, the Ukraine and Ger-
man Chancellor on 12 February 2015 in 
Minsk referred exactly to this concept 
and in it they confessed their commit-
ment to the “vision of a common human-
itarian and economic area from the Atlan-
tic to the Pacific Ocean”. Jochen Scholz 
wrote his article before Minsk II. But 
now one can understand better why some 
people in the United States do not want 
the resolutions of Minsk II being actual-
ly implemented and go to great pains in 
order to ensure that the conflict will es-
calate further – for example by arms sup-
plies to the Ukrainian army – and that an 
understanding between Russia and the 
rest of Europe becomes impossible.
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What TTIP has to do with the Ukraine
What Jochen Scholz could only hint at in 
his contribution, is in detail explained in 
the fourth book recommended here. Its 
title is “Wir sind die Guten Ansichten 
eines Putinverstehers oder wie uns die 
Medien manipulieren” (We are the good 
guys. Views of a ‘Putin-Understand-
er’ [a term used by media for somebody 
who agrees to Putin’s politics] or how 
the media manipulate us) and was writ-
ten by two journalists, Mathias Bröck-
ers and Paul Schreyer. The book, pub-
lished in early September 2014 for the 
first time, among others contains quotes 
from the speech of the Commissioner of 
the US-Government for Europe Victoria 
Nuland, which she held before a Commit-
tee of Senate on policies of the US-Gov-
ernment in Ukraine in November 2013. In 
this speech, she mentioned not only the 
5 billion US dollar, spent since 1991 to 
enforce “the transition of Ukraine to de-
mocracy and market economy”. She also 
delivers an interesting assessment about 
the EU “Eastern partnerships”. One has to 
properly translate the many euphemisms: 
“In the end, the Eastern partnership 
means far more than a closer relationship 
between the EU and various countries in 
Eastern Europe and the Caucasus. It is as 
well a step towards the long-term vision 
of a networked economy, which rang-
es from Lisbon to Donetsk and is stimu-
lated by market-oriented reforms, grow-
ing prosperity and deepening democracy. 
With this intention the EU and the Unit-
ed States negotiate the transatlantic free 
trade area TTIP, which promises growth, 
investment and jobs on both sides of the 
Atlantic, as well as a rule-based global 
trading system with high standards. This 
larger vision of a networked economy in 
Europe is becoming increasingly real and 
attractive and could include not only Eu-
rope, but the whole transatlantic area. We 
and the EU believe that an investment in 
the Eastern partnership is therefore in 
everyone’s long-term interest.” The book 
adds an appropriate comment: “So that is 
it, the very big arch, the noble goal, the 
global vision and at the same time, the 
rejection of any form of multi-lateralism. 
From now on there is to be only one sys-
tem, rather than several, possibly equally 
ranking ones. ‘Full spectrum dominance’ 
is the military wording for this, ‘Integrat-
ed global trading regime’ the economic 
term. Ultimately it is a totalitarian claim 
to power, which would be the basis of the 
alleged promotion of prosperity and de-
mocracy even in ‘everybody’s long-term 
interest’.”

By the way: Already Zbigniew Brzezin-
ski had requested in his book “The grand 

Chessboard” a transatlantic free trade area 
as part of a US “geostrategy for Eurasia”: 
“A Transatlantic Free Trade Agreement, 
already advocated by a number of promi-
nent Atlantic leaders, could also mitigate 
the risk of growing economic rivalry be-
tween a more united EU and the United 
States.” 

Together with the analysis by Jochen 
Scholz and his hint to MacKinders Heart-
land theory it becomes also understanda-
ble what George Friedman, operator of the 
US private Intelligence Agency STRAT-
FOR, said in February 2015 in Chicago 
and what was known at the beginning of 
March in Germany (www.nachdenkseiten.
de/?p=25398 and www.nachdenkseiten.
de/?p=25405): the United States wanted 
to prevent in the 20th century that Russia 
and Germany united on the Eurasian con-
tinent. After the end of the Cold War the 
point was to pull a “line” from the Baltics 
to the Black Sea, to contain Russia and to 
disturb its relations with Germany, a kind 
of new “iron curtain”. Willy Wimmer, the 
former Under-State Secretary in the Ger-
man Ministry of Defense and Vice Presi-
dent of the Parliamentary Assembly of the 
OSCE, had learned of these plans already 
in the year 2000 at a Conference of the US 
State Department in Slovak Bratislava and 
publicly announced these plans in 2001.

Bröckers and Schreyer:  
Global political context  

of the conflict in Ukraine

Mathias Bröckers’ and Paul Schreyer’s 
book is a treasure trove for those who 
want to bring the Ukraine conflict into 
line with the global political context. The 
starting point is a brief overview of the 
Ukraine’s history. It becomes clear for 

how many decades the American intelli-
gence services have been active specifical-
ly in the Ukraine, how fragile this state 
has been since its foundation in 1991, and 
that one has so far not managed to build 
something like a nation of all Ukrainians 
but that the goal is still to build a nation 
with a constitutive people despite different 
ethnic groups.

This fragile structure is in the focus of a 
worldwide geopolitical conflict, and in its 
analysis the book by Bröckers and Schrey-
er focuses mainly on the western part of 
this dispute, the forces in the background 
– in particular the Atlantic Council – and 
the role of the Western media in this dis-
pute.

Putting an end  
to US-American autocracy 

Two excellent closing chapters finish the 
book. In the before last chapter the two 
authors write about the Ukraine dealing 
with the question, whether the US is able 
to keep the leadership-claim for a uni-
polar world or whether the concept of a 
multi-polar world will succeed: “A non-
aligned, neutral Ukraine which unites its 
different regions under a federal state and 
sees itself as a bridge between East and 
West, EU and Russia, the Atlantic Ocean 
and Eurasia, would be the ideal develop-
ment not only for the country itself but 
also for the ‘neighbours’ from Lisbon to 
Vladivostok.” In the last chapter which 
pleads for a new detente policy we read: 
“Wouldn’t it be high time among friends 
to say ‘No’ to a [US-] policy which tries to 
force its autocratic policies upon the rest 
of the world, striving for ‘Full Spectrum 
Dominance’ and not hesitating to carry 
war to Europe again? Wouldn’t it be the 
right moment to put Anglo-American ge-
opolitics to the test which by all means is 
trying to avoid a coalescence of the Eu-
ropean-Asian ‘heartlands’? Should not 
‘Old Europe’, as Donald Rumsfeld dispar-
agingly called the European core-states, 
because they did not cooperate in the im-
perial campaign against Iraq as willing-
ly as demanded, should not Germany and 
its direct neighbours in such a test realize 
that this Anglo-American policy runs con-
trary to their own basic core interests as 
European nations? Should they not have 
a vital interest in a policy shift, in trade 
and peaceful coexistence with their con-
tinental neighbours in Russia and China? 
Would in the long term an agreement 
about Russian commodities and Chinese 
high-speed trains to Duisburg not be more 
important for the future than secret TTIP-
negotiations about transatlantic trade in 
junk-food?”

The book “Wir sind die Guten” (“We 
are the good”), has for weeks been rank-
ing high on the Spiegel’s Bestseller-list. 
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This proves how very interested citizens 
are in information that is independent of 
the mainstream media. In the above-men-
tioned speech George Friedman focused 
on Germany. This country is – at least in 
Friedman’s view – an “unreliable ally”, in 
whom one cannot trust and whose deci-
sions and future direction are uncertain at 
present. This is the US-American view. 
The great interest in the book “Wir sind 
die Guten” shows that in Germany – but 
obviously not only in Germany – there are 
actually many people who do not want to 
let themselves be used for US-American 
politics and to let themselves be drawn 
into a military adventure against Russia. 
For Friedman also said: the best means in 
order to retain US-American power is to 
push potential enemies into war against 
each other, so that potentially weakened, 
they will no longer pose any real threat to 
US-American hegemony.

When does the West  
begin to respect Russia?

One has the impression that too many 
German language mass media and politi-
cians ignore all these considerations. The-
ses, arguments, explanations and exam-
ples like the above-reviewed four books 
are discredited with a lot of polemic. 
What is the reason?
F. William Engdahl reported on his 
journeys to Russia in a contribution in 
early March 2015 (http://journal-neo.
org/2015/03/09/russia-s-remarkable-re-
naissance-2/) what he had learned during 
conversations with young Russians. He 
calls to mind the “collective trauma” that 
many Russians witnessed after 1990 and 
compares the mood at that time with the 
current one. The starting situation: “Today 
[…] Russia finds itself again confront-
ed with a hostile West and with a NATO 
that does not only humiliate Russia, but 
also wants to destroy the well-function-
ing state, since it has the capability to in-
terfere with the Western warfare plans 
not only in the Ukraine, Syria, Libya and 
the Iraq but also in Afghanistan, Afri-
ca and South-America.” But in the Rus-
sia of today “in many discussions with 

very different Russian acquaintances” he 
did “no longer come across a depressive 
basic mood, but feelings of pride and de-
termination and the rebirth of a long sup-
pressed self-confidence.” Engdahl shows 
by means of many examples, how and in 
what movements this new confidence, the 
new quality of Russian policy and also 
rejection of the West is articulated. And 
then he writes: “ For me the promising as-
pect of the Russian renaissance is the cur-
rent generation of yet comparably young 
people between 37 and 49; they are high-
ly intelligent and have a lot of experience 
not only with the Soviet-communistic bu-
reaucracy, but also with the empty world 
of the US-led ‘Capitalism of the free mar-
ket’”. And he lists, what Russia and these 
young people appreciate: a high standard 
of research and teaching at the universi-
ties of the country, classical education in 
the sense of Wilhelm von Humboldt, cul-
tural and historical awareness. And final-
ly he writes: “To my mind it is the heart of 
rebirth that beats in this young Russians’ 
generation, their pioneer spirit gives me 
hope for the future.”

Those who are responsible in our part of 
the world should recognize and appreciate 
these facts and developments – that is our 
wish. They are to deal seriously with what 
people like F. William Engdahl, authors of 

the volume by Sabine Schiffer and Ronald 
Thoden, Mathias Brückers, Paul Schreyer 
and Gabriele Krone-Schmalz and others, 
who could not be considered here, wrote 
and provided for all of us. All European 
peoples are interested that the conflict with 
Russia will be alleviated (schau dir mal das 
Wort defuse an, es ist offensichtlich, dass es 
mit Elektrizität zu tun hat!!!) and signals of 
relaxation will be sent. 

The daily media harassment against 
Russia and the policy of its elected presi-
dent is contradictory to the spirit and con-
tent of the UN Charta. It hurts the prin-
ciples of the social life and the human 
social nature and is directed against the 
meaning of these principles for the com-
munity of all peoples and nations. It is an 
expression of the western complacency, 
a dangerous hubris and a real refusal of 
dialogue. It is unworthy and if exposed 
to it without defence it can make you ill. 
It is to silence everybody else with their 
considerations by perfidious language 
and shameless lies. It is an accumulation 
of grotesque and unbearable contortions, 
and it contradicts all healthy human en-
deavours. It exceeds the Cold War diction 
by far and with its hatred, parochialism 
and cynicism it is an attack on human and 
cultural achievements. This media har-
assment must have an end.	 •

Moscow. View of the Kremlin. (picture caro) 
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It was a high-profile event at the spring 
session of the UN Human Rights Council 
in Geneva. On the podium sat none other 
than the Russian Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov, his Lebanese colleague Ge-
bran Bassil and Armenian Foreign Min-
ister Edward Nalbandian. Among other 
speakers were religious dignitaries of the 
Christian Orthodox Church and other 
committed individuals. The discussion 
was chaired by John Laughland. In his 
introductory statement he explained that 
the aim of the event was to set the Chris-
tians’ persecution on the agenda of the 
UN Human Rights Council.

The first speaker, Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov, talked about the sit-
uation of Christians in the Middle East 
and on the sidelines about Christians in 
Ukraine. In his speech, Sergei Lavrov he 
referred to the devastating situation in the 
Middle East. “Since the start of the Arab 
Spring, Russia has warned not to leave the 
changes in the region up to the control of 
religious extremists.” “This region”, the 
Russian Foreign Minister stated, “has 
been hit by a wave of extremism, the in-
ter-confessional contradictions, the con-
tradictions between the civilisations are 
being reinforced. Normal religious activi-
ties and even the existence of several reli-
gious communities are threatened.” Most 
dramatic is the situation in Syria, because 
“this country was the unique model of a 
peaceful, mutually respectful existence of 
various religious communities. Due to the 
failure to prevent the activities of extrem-
ist forces – one tried to make use of them 
in the fight against the regime of Bashar 
Assad – this constellation was destroyed.”

With the emergence of the caliphate in 
Syria and Iraq dozens of churches were 
destroyed, and a veritable exodus started. 
In towns like Mosul, where Christians had 
been living for centuries, they were killed 
or enslaved. The crimes currently commit-
ted by the IS in Syria and Iraq, have all the 
signs of genocide under the 1948 Conven-
tion. There is an urgent need to end the 
persecution of Christians but also of sup-
porters of all other religions.

In addition, the Christian exodus from 
the Middle East is likely to have the most 
negative influence on the structure of Arab 
societies and the preservation of histori-
cal and spiritual legacy that is important 
for all humanity. “Our common task is to 
pool efforts for the struggle against ex-
tremism and terrorism in the Middle East 

and North Africa. Important steps towards 
this end were made with the adoption of 
UN Security Council resolutions, includ-
ing resolutions 2170 and 2199. Howev-
er, our joint ability to reliably block any 
channels of support for terrorists, such 
as ISIS, Jabhat al-Nurah and the like, by 
using the available mechanisms of the Se-
curity Council, will play the decisive role 
in this respect.” We must do all we can to 
“prevent the persecution of Christians” 
and of supporters of all other religions. A 
no less urgent task is “to prevent the ji-
hadists from captivating the minds and 
souls of younger people. We are support-
ing the initiatives of the region’s Christian 
and Muslim leaders that are aimed at op-
posing by concerted efforts, the attempts 
of extremists of all kinds to desecrate and 
distort the high moral principles of the 
great world religions. The tragic events in 
the Middle East suggest one more conclu-
sion. It is necessary to give up once and 
for all the temptation to make the desti-
nies of whole nations hostage to geopolit-
ical ambitions, which are being achieved 
through crude interference in the affairs of 
sovereign states.”

Sergei Lavrov greatly regretted that 
Christians were being persecuted not only 
in the Middle East, but that also because of 
the conflict in Ukraine Orthodox churches 
and monasteries had been destroyed and 
Orthodox priests had had to flee. National-
ist extremists have begun to sow religious 
hatred. Lavrov condemned the aggres-
sive destruction of churches and Christian 
symbols. Three Orthodox clergymen were 
killed. Many clergymen fled to Russia in 
the face of extremist threats. According to 
Lavrov, the result is that Christians are no 

longer willing to confess their faith, result-
ing in a loss of cultural values. Instead, an 
aggressive secularism spreads that leads 
to Christian values and notions of mo-
rality being washed away. Thus, cultur-
al and religious identity are being eroded. 
Incidences of vandalism and desecration 
of churches, temples, holy places, ceme-
teries and Christian symbols are growing 
fast. It is increasingly difficult for believ-
ers to uphold their convictions. One has 
to be aware of this development. “Lessons 
of history show that a civilisation that has 
abandoned its moral ideals loses its spir-
itual strength.”

All of us must remember this, especial-
ly this year, when we are marking the 70th 
anniversary of the end of World War II, in 
which tens of millions of people of all eth-
nicities and religions were killed. Taking 
responsibility for one’s own values is ex-
tremely important. “We welcome the ac-
tivities of the OSCE, which has already 
held conferences on countering Islamo-
phobia and anti-Semitism and is preparing 
another conference on Christianophobia. 
We are urging the United Nations, UNE-
SCO, and the Council of Europe to pay 
more attention to these issues, including 
the framework of the Dialogue of Civili-
sations forum. We are convinced that the 
Human Rights Council should also con-
tribute to resolving these problems.”

The Lebanese Foreign Minister began 
his presentation with a phrase by Pope 
John Paul II, who had once said: “Leba-
non is not just a state, it is a message”. He 
went on to explain that Lebanon had in-
carnated an ideal of tolerance and peace-

“A civilisation that renounces  
its own moral ideals, loses its spiritual power”

High-level panel discussion at the UN in Geneva about the devastating effects  
of the persecution of Christians in the Middle East and Ukraine

by Thomas Kaiser

continued on page 18

(picture thk)



No 9/10   16 April 2015	 Current Concerns 	 Page 18

ful coexistence and he was proud to be 
at the conference and convey these val-
ues to the world. However, Lebanon was 
standing at a crossroads, he said. Either 
it was going to develop into a place that 
gives birth to extremists or it would be-
come a place for negotiations and variety 
that could be an example for others. Leb-
anon was a country in the Middle East, 
he said, where different religions and cul-
tures were working well together across 
all social classes. For years, attempts 
were going on to use violent extrem-
ism to destabilise the region for years to 
come. “The IS and its followers are a ver-
sion of this development that is conduct-
ing a fight against minorities, especial-
ly against Christians.” Today in 2015 we 
commemorate the genocide of the Arme-
nians hundred years ago, who had been 
expelled only because of their faith. As 
part of the Ottoman Empire Lebanon had 
then been affected, as well. He pointed to 
the historical parallel which showed “that 
the origin and existence of the IS is not 
a new phenomenon in the region.” In its 
history Lebanon had always been a liber-
al harbour for all oppressed people. “That 
is the spirit of our state.” Since the end 
of Ottoman rule, Christians had played 
“a decisive role between the different Is-
lamic directions.” Lebanon – this was 
clearly reflected in the Minister of For-
eign Affairs’ address – is on the forefront 
in the fight against terrorism, however 
people feel being left down by the rest of 
the world, “that does nothing but give lip 
service, there is no protection or defence 
of Christians.” 20 years ago, more than 
one million Christians lived in Iraq. In 
early 2014 there were only 400,000 left. 
Today there are less than 200,000. It is a 
war against culture. Holy Christian sites 
are being devastated, and people are sys-
tematically humiliated or expelled. The 
minister appealed to the international 
community to put an end to these machi-
nations. Behind the expulsions he did not 
only see religious fanaticism, but in his 
opinion, this were the tools to try and en-
force a policy strategy, which aimed at or-
ganising a new Middle East. There is fear 
of a domino effect that will capture the 
Middle East and go on to other regions 
of the world. The Arab world had failed 
to react to the IS and its ideology in time. 
If it succeeded to expel the Christians 
from this region, the geopolitical balance 
of the region would be lost and a divi-
sion into several parts would happen, the 

speaker warned. “Russia”, so the Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs, “has been active 
in order to achieve a balance in the Mid-
dle East. Russia has always throughout 
history been a supporter of the region’s 
independence.” The roots of Christiani-
ty are in the Middle East region. From 
here, the Christians once came, and here 
is also the place where they want to live. 
Nobody, the Foreign Minister said, knew 
better how to treat their Muslim brothers. 
For centuries they had lived together and 
developed together. Christians played a 
vital role in connecting the various reli-
gions. While ending his speech, he ap-
pealed to the international community, to 
help solving this problem.

The Foreign Minister of Armenia also 
expressed the importance of the Middle 
East for humanity. “The Middle East is 
a unique region where multiculturality is 
reality. It is a place where different cul-
tures have developed, including Christian-
ity.” He went on to describe the increas-
ing threat that Christians were exposed to 
in the current conflict situation. Unfortu-
nately the persecution of Christians in this 
region was nothing extraordinary. While 
Christians represented 20 percent of the 
population at the beginning of the 20th 
century, it was now only a mere 5 percent 
at the beginning of the 21st century. We 
must not assume, he explained that the at-
tacks on religious groups, particularly the 
Christians in Iraq and Syria are purely mo-
tivated by religion. It had been repeated-
ly emphasized that the support of terror-
ists from neighbouring countries must be 
stopped. In this respect Armenia firmly 
supported the implementation of the Se-
curity Council Resolution.

Further contributions outlined the dev-
astating conflict in the Middle East. The 
majority of the panel were of the opinion 
that it was not just a conflict motived by 
religion, but that political targets were be-
hind it. Mother Agnes, a nun from Syria, 
made it perfectly clear that the conflict 
was instigated by the US, which aimed at 
bringing about a regime change in Syria. 
In her opinion, the IS’ invigoration was 
only possible under the eyes of the US. 
A photograph showing Republican Sen-
ator Mc Caine with the leader of the IS, 
Al Baghdadi, confirmed the suspected 
link between the US and the IS, even if 
the official media would like to make be-
lieve us otherwise. Therefore, it was also 
clear why the IS was able to spread so 
quickly and why it was fought only half-
heartedly by the US and its allies. The 
strikes against the Assad government 
have led to a spread of extremists in this 

region which again were supported by 
the US. The so-called “Clash of Civilisa-
tions” was the result of provocation and 
manipulation aimed at achieving geopo-
litical goals, she maintained. The prob-
lem was not between Islam, Christiani-
ty and Judaism. Neither was the “Clash 
of Civilisations” caused by the “incom-
patibility of various religions.” The con-
flicts were not inherent, but the result of 
political manoeuvring. Many times more 
moderate Muslims than Christians paid 
with their lives for their faith. The affect-
ed area of ​​the Middle East had become a 
place where human rights were ignored. 
In former times, living in Syria had been 
no problem for Christians. Now, howev-
er, in the areas occupied by the so-called 
Free Syrian Army, life for Christians was 
hardly possible. For all speakers was 
clear that the ongoing “cultural war” was 
only a superficial interpretation and that 
in the background there was the struggle 
for supremacy in the Middle East. This 
had to be addressed and brought to the at-
tention of the Human Rights Council. 	 •
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wl. They repeat it over and over again: Cur-
riculum 21 was but an implementation of 
the Education Article in the Federal Con-
stitution which the people had approved of 
with a large majority. There, however, is 
merely written that the objectives of the ed-
ucational levels should be harmonised. 

The education article was worked out by 
the Commission for Science, Education 
and Culture of the National Council which 
had intended to establish the “definition of 
benchmark figures or meeting points” in its 
report on occasion of the Parliamentarian 
Initiative of 2005. In the commentaries of 
the Federal Council for the vote the “canton-
al educational authority” is explicitly men-
tioned, as well as “uniform benchmark fig-
ures” supposed to form the framework for 
harmonisation. Such “benchmark figures”, 
however, would not take up more space than 
a few of Din A4 pages. It is evident that in 
2006 the people had voted for such a con-
cise harmonisation. And the promise of 
harmonisation is not even fulfilled in Cur-
riculum 21 because there is no solution men-
tioned for the language problem in differ-
ent cantons and the competences have to be 
processed in a highly individualised way 
within three- and four-year cycles. 

Rudolf Walser for example (avenir su-
isse) criticized clearly that the will of the 
people has been ignored: “Cantonal au-
thority was given priority to and they only 
spoke about uniform benchmark figures. 
[…] There were not any indications that the 
Curriculum 21 should list up highly contro-
versial personal, social and methodological 
competences instead of containing educa-
tional goals in the sense of knowledge and 
abilities.”  

Speaking on the occasion of a con-
ference at the PH Zurich (Eduction de-
partment of the University) on 7 October 
2011 Prof Rudolf Künzli, who does curric-
ulum research in Zurich, made it clear that 
it was not by chance that D-DEC (Can-
tonal Directors of Education of the Ger-
man speaking Cantons) ) wanted to have 
thousands of competences implement-
ed in the Curriculumm instead of some 
“Treffpunkte” (benchmark figures). The 
decision “was made in competition with 
the explicit alternative, the ‘Treffpunk-
te’”. Those had already been partly elabo-
rated by EDK and “concentrated on spe-
cific professional topics and educational 
contents.” It is evident that the Commis-
sion of the National Council meant those 
when speaking explicitly of “Treffpunkte” 
(benchmark figures). 

As for Curriculum 21 it is certainly not 
about an implementation of the constitu-

tional article, but it is about something else, 
as Prof Künzli formulates in the same text: 
“The alternative that had been chosen delib-
erately, makes clear that it dealt with large 
changes of viewpoint and changes of under-
standing of school and teaching the extent 
of which you should not underestimate.” 
The superintendent of schools in Zurich, 
Regine Aeppli, found even clearer words to 
describe the dimensions of the reform: “This 
is a project of the century that will change 
our school fundamentally.” 

Where are the models, and what are the 
goals of the whole thing? In their White 
Paper HarmoS published in 2004, the DEC 
gives the hint that the restructuring of the 
educational system takes for a model the 
Anglosaxon and Scandinavian countries as 
well as Germany, as far as competences are 
concerned, particularly because monitor-
ing of education is made possible that way. 
“This is what the work focuses on; and it has 
the utmost strategic priority” for the DEC. 

The DEC then pointed to the theory of 
educational standards established by the 
American educationalist Diane Ravitch in 
whose sense it dealt with “‘standards of per-
formance and result outcome’ which were 
oriented towards the output.” Unfortunate-
ly the DEC is not as honest as to inform the 
public that the same Diane Ravitch has been 
for long one of the most famous critics of 
this fatal education reform in the USA be-
cause as a result the educational system has 
become corrupt and asocial, and because in-
tellectual performance have detoriated. 

The question arises here, why this non-
sense about competences, why education-
al monitoring and why the standardisation 
mania can bear such fruit, all the same. A 
telling answer to the question is a study 
done by the Bremen political scientist Tonia 
Bieber. She did research on the question 
why it was precisely in Switzerland that in-
ternational organisations were so successful 
in turning the educational system inside out 
according to their own ideas. The influence 
that had been decisive for the introduction of 
the recent reforms of the Swiss educational 
system was the influence of Pisa. Through 
“soft governance” OECD had succeeded 
in getting the “veto-players” – particularly 
the SVP and the cantons – involved in the 
reforms efforts: Among the various instru-
ments of these “mechanisms of governance” 
the setting of educational standards in the 
aftermath of the Pisa survey had had a spe-
cial influence. Tonia Bieber summarizes that 
OECD has been responsible for all Swiss 
educational reforms since 1990, and that this 
represents an “extreme change of policy”. 
To sum up she judges that the “soft mecha-
nisms of governance” used by the interna-

tional organisations had even outstripped the 
conservative “veto players” – among other 
things because the latter did not want to be 
blamed for preventing reforms. 

In the text mentioned above, Prof Künz-
li points as well to a fundamentally changed 
idea of stateliness. “From the point of view 
of curriculum theory and school theory Cur-
riculum 21 is part of a changed logic of how 
schools are directed that are called govern-
ance today.” What is understood by govern-
ance are forms of influence and control that 
are not democratically legitimised, that is 
why international organisations with a for-
eign agenda have actually brought about 
Curriculum 21. 

In parallel to politically pushing this 
agenda, the educational bureaucracies 
have been working at full blast on “imple-
menting” the reforms inside the schools. 
For years the training and advanced train-
ing of teachers are committed to this school 
reform, the obligatory manuals are partly 
“in line with the curriculum”, principals of 
schools as well as members of school au-
thorities have been aligned to this “mas-
terpiece of the century”. Martin Wendel-
spiess, head of the Zurich secondary school 
authority, describes the means and meth-
ods of “soft governance” employed to im-
plement the reforms in this context: Today 
we are equipped with a “far better quali-
ty management”, there are school directors 
and professional supervision of schools. 
And what about unruly teachers, who don’t 
agree?, asks the “Landbote” journalist the 
school bureaucrat on 10 February 2015. 
“At first the responsible persons try to enter 
in a dialogue; common goals and training 
courses are agreed upon or are decreed. If 
a teacher refused in principle, that would 
mean a violation of his professional duty.” 
Is it a mystery that the teacher associations 
are so silent? 

As a summary we have to state: 1) Cur-
riculum 21 is not a constitutional obliga-
tion. 2) The people did not want Curriculum 
21 in this form. 3) The educational bureau-
cracy lets itself “softly” govern by interna-
tional organisations. 4) Their pressure was 
transferred onto the teachers and others in 
the education system. 5) The whole proce-
dure is in contrast to democracy, pluralism 
and the state of law. 	 •
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mw. Meanwhile, probably each and every 
attentive citizen has understood why 
we must make sure to spare our youth a 
school with Curriculum 21. Left alone in 
front of the computer screen, with a patch-
work of “competences” without contents, 
with trial and error methods and riddles 
without clear results and computer tests 
without understanding the substance of 
the tested material, without a solid base 
of knowledge and especially without the 
inner strength resulting from a positive 
relationship with their teacher and the 
class room community, our children, after 
primary school would have to face the 
harsh reality. Many of them fail already 
today because of the often constructiv-
ist-drenched school management, when 
it comes to stand one’s ground in an ap-
prenticeship or at secondary school. With 
Curriculum 21 the number of shipwrecked 
young people would undoubtedly rise.

Who is going to bear the damage ...

Of course, it is obvious who will bear the 
damage brought about by Curriculum 21. 
Our children and young people will have 
to suffer the consequences. The parents as 
well, who already today have to sit down 
daily to do the children’s homework with 
them. At best they can help them unravel 
the tangle in their heads. Not to forget the 
young teachers who are no longer trained 
to learn one of the most beautiful and most 
fulfilling professions, but are trained to be 
only managers or coaches. Finally, it is the 
communes that will have to pay for the 
damage since young people will grow up 
lacking the commitment and knowledge 
indispensible for contributing to the demo-
cratic process, particularly in Switzerland. 
And let us not forget, the democratic con-
trol of the Elementary School that was per-
formed by a school board elected by the 
people, which in the future would be re-
placed by “professionals” in all cantons 
(in some this is already the case, today). 
Those professionals are controllers who are 
directed from the top, which suits our di-
rect-democratic community like chalk and 
cheese.

According to Professor Walter Herzog, 
“These were experts who silently worked 
out the Curriculum 21. And it will be 
those experts who will monitor and con-
trol its implementation. The idea of ​​a pub-
lic school system that is wanted and demo-
cratically controlled by the citizens seems 
to have been lost just as the reputation of 
the teaching profession which can only be 
exercised properly if it is not curbed by 
political convenience.” “Kompetenzori-
entierung – eine Kritik am Lehrplan 21” 
– lecture on 7 July 2014 (Competence ori-

entation – a critique of Curriculum 21, lec-
ture on 7.7.2014) 

... and who are the beneficiaries?
If we consider this horrendous damage, we 
are faced with the urgent question: Who 
then benefits from this Curriculum 21?

First of all, it benefits the legion of “ex-
perts” who for years have listed up com-
petencies and competencies in private at 
the order of the EDK; next the “experts” 
who now produce the appropriate computer 
test series, and the statisticians, preparing 
for the evaluation of the testing. Howev-
er, this alone does not yet explain the mat-
ter. Many of these people have long since 
had their jobs in the administration of the 
federal government or cantons – they don’t 
mind performing this job or any other job. 
The situation is quite different for profes-
sors and consultants who are engaged from 
outside the state administration. Their fees 
have to be paid additionally out of the tax 
coffers of the cantons.

But whom does the Curriculum 21 serve 
that much that he by no means wants to let 
the chance slip? In our globalized world of 
large multi-billion dollar corporations this 
question can easily be answered. “The Cur-
riculum 21 benefits all those who want to 
have more control and survey of the school, 
those who want to develop and carry out 
the tests because they make money with 
them. Measuring by itself does not make 
any sense. The guy does not become any 
fatter just by weighing.” (Professor Walter 
Herzog, in “Das regulierte Schulkind”, Beo-
bachter from 2.20.2015)

Hence, the beneficiaries will be the 
Bertelsmen and Co. and the like: A sol-
vent country like Switzerland with thou-
sands of schools which are supplied with 
new teaching aids each year, especially tai-
lored to Curriculum 21, in the form of soft-
ware in particular ... And then the whole 

series of tests including the related series 
of exercises plus the supplied test special-
ists for hundreds of thousands of students 
... A roaring, an opportunity which the glo-
balized world of education does not want 
to miss. Jürg Brühlmann, Head of Ped-
agogic Job Center at the LCH (Dachver-
band der Schweizer Lehrerinnen und Lehr-
er, Federation of Swiss teachers), continues 
to weave the thread, “It may well be that 
with this Curriculum 21 the privatization of 
Swiss schools is being advanced because it 
allows international providers to take over 
this service.” (Beobachter from 20.2.2015) 
It’s about time that the LCH-management 
is beginning to realize where to the ap-
ples are rolling. Surely, the LCH will not 
be harnessed for this business! In this re-
gard, the Social Democratic Basel Council-
lor Anita Fetz notes, “In addition to this, the 
whole exercise is expensive. Very expen-
sive. And the money is flowing into con-
crete, not education! In Basel for instance, 
the conversions of the schoolhouses with 
several hundred million francs engulf that 
much money that the Canton barely es-
capes the debt ceiling and for years cannot 
make major investments.” (Die Zeit from 
23.10.2014)

We see, for us who have still learned 
how to add up 2 and 2, things fall into place. 
The giant experiment of the Curriculum 21 
means a billion dollar business for the pro-
ducers of teaching materials and test soft-
ware would batten on whole generations of 
students. By the way, this also applies for 
the hardware companies. For, all the “self-
directed learning” and certainly the major-
ity of tests are performed at the computer 
– every schoolchild his own laptop (along 
with the Kindergarten personnel!). For the 
construction industry and many trendy ar-

Who benefits from Curriculum 21?

Tablets in the classroom: Dear teachers, this is how it works 

Teachers can learn in a new advanced 
training course how to use tablets in the 
classroom. The course was developed by 
the University of Education (PH) Zurich 
and is funded by Samsung Electronics 
Switzerland.

According to a PH statement on Tues-
day, the tablets offered a great potential 
for innovative teaching that activated 
students. However, these options were 
not yet used by all schools and teachers. 
The new training course is free of charge 
for school teams or individual teachers. 
In a five-part series they receive impuls-
es and concrete teaching ideas that are 
based on the competencies of the Curric-
ulum 21. On rental devices teachers can 
test the lessons between courses.

The courses address German Swiss 
schools from Kindergarten to Second-
ary School. Samsung bears the costs 
of training and sets up two rooms for 
courses at the PH Zurich with the re-
spective administrative infrastructure.

Experts consider the benefits of mo-
bile devices in particular in cooperative 
learning, such as group work and inter-
disciplinary work. In some pilot projects 
tablets are already made use of in Swiss 
schools, for example in the Cantons of 
Aargau, Zurich and Solothurn, in one 
case even in a nursery.

sda/mim from 24.2.2015

(Translation Current Concerns)

continued on page 21
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chitects there is a lot of profit to be made 
with so-called learning envirnoments. 

And what kind of schools  
do we citizens want?

Do we really want to hand over our schools 
just to have business flourishing? Certainly 
not! We do not leave our youth to the private 
sector, we certainly will not allow education 
companies from home and abroad to directly 
take hold of the students by means of coach-
ing and testing and digital controlling of eve-
rybody and everything. The solid Swiss ele-
mentary school, one of the main institutions 
of the public sector that are rooted in the 
communes and cantons is not to become the 
privatized game ball of the traders. The citi-
zen has to step out of the house and see what 

is going on at the front door. The school 
board, which has already been abolished in 
the one or another Canton, must reclaim its 
position as the basic democratic authority, 
elected by the people in the communes. In 
these boards the craftsman sits next to the 
doctor, the housewife and mother next to the 
farmer and father. At all times, the task of 
the school board has been to accompany and 
support the teachers, but it never usurped 
the mandate of monitoring them. We citi-
zens will certainly not look on to watch how 
our school boards will be replaced by a cen-
tralized supervisory body that, detached 
from the democratic structure does testing, 
evaluating and maintaining the statistics. 
Now more than ever, the people in the can-
tons have to decide on the curriculum of the 
elementary school – and with common sense 
and democratic instinct they will take the 
proper decision. 	 •

”Who benefits from Curriculum 21?” 
continued from page 20

A look beyond the 
borders can be en-
lightening, especial-
ly when it comes 
to developments 
in our own coun-
try, that have lit-
tle in common with 
the actual tradition 
and the roots of our 
state. This is abso-
lutely the case with 
the new Curricu-
lum 21. It is interest-

ing that exactly the same transformation of 
the proven school education as in Switzer-
land is pursued in the conservative German 
state of Bavaria. In the following interview 
apalling parallels are pointed out by child 
and youth psychiatrist Dr med Elke Möller 
Nehring, that give rise to the question where 
these education reforms come from.

Current Concerns: What is your criticism of 
the Bavarian Curriculum PLUS?
Dr Möller-Nehring: The Bavarian Curric-
ulum Plus is actually a consequence of the 
curriculum that was already introduced in 
2000. Since its implementation, this curric-
ulum has already had such a strong impact 
in school classes that I realized that – if now 
again a new curriculum is to be introduced 
– attention should be paid to the things that 
are planned to be changed. What is picked 
up again, what will be new?

Was it easy for you to get information about 
it?

No, not at all. What was interesting, was the 
fact, that there was no information at all in 
advance. There is a stone wall of si
lence from the Bavarian Ministry of Culture. 
Everything is decided behind closed doors. 
Only after completion, the curriculum will 
be available for inspection.

What was changed by the new curriculum 
in 2000?
Systematization, structure or in-depth prac-
tice have disappeared in favor of a motley 
variety, self-discovery and “everyone finds 
his or her way.” For example, in mathematics 
lessons: There is no longer any instruction in 
small steps how to find every time and easi-
ly the right solution. Instead, the students are 
supposed to find their own ways to solve a 
problem. One mother told me how big prob-
lems her son, second grade, had with that: 
You solve this type of task in this way and 
not otherwise, and that one in that way. This 
gave the child security and stability again 
and enabled him to cope with math again.

In Curriculum PLUS, this procedings 
from the 2000 Curriculum are continued 
and established, this time codified with ex-
plicit reference to the concept of construc-
tivism. New teaching methods are made 
compulsory for the teachers, namely in 
such a way that children are to learn in a 
self-directed way – i.e. alone dealing with 
their worksheets – and that the teacher 
should actively withdraw from the teach-
ing process. He must no longer act as a 
knower, who teaches and imparts the chil-
dren anything. His only task is to shape 
the learning environment in order to make 
self-regulated learning possible, and to 
adopt an advisory role in the background. 

This is a completely wrong conception of 
teaching.

Can the consequences of the Curriculum 
revision in 2000, which you mentioned, al-
ready be perceived today?
The impact is to the effect that graduates 
start their apprenticeship or their studies 
with a remarkably less consolidated basis. 
The result is that, at the universities, profes-
sors have to offer courses in order to teach 
the basics, which formerly students had to 
bring along as a prerequisite for studying. 
The training masters can no longer rely on 
mathematical knowledge or consolidat-
ed spelling. Also as far as their conduct is 
concerned they notice ever more that young 
adults are not able to learn anything, to work 
something out in a focused manner – the 
modern teaching methods do not lead stu-
dents to acquire such positive skills and atti-
tude to work – and that they are willing to let 
themselves be instructed by an adult, which 
causes discontent in the training companies.

Do the training companies complain about 
these increasing deficits?
To this day, it is not yet recognized that there 
is a link existing between deficits of young 
people and the new Curriculum. Therefore, 
it is my intention to initiate a broad discus-
sion in the population, so that people begin 
to realize what is actually going on here and 
where these developments come from.

Did I understand correctly, the shortcom-
ings are realized, but their causes are still 
insufficiently recognized?
Yes, to date there is neither resistance from 
the teacher’s associations nor from those of 
the parents, but teachers in the schools are 
totally bewildered and partly frustrated be-
cause what is prescribed in the curriculum, 
is not at all useful.

What does this exactly mean?
The Curriculum is competence-oriented 
and based on constructivism, both of which 
are of no use for the teacher. These are key-
words which do not improve the quality of 
teaching. On the contrary. Teachers realize 
that their educational task is no longer ap-
preciated, because by introducing such ideas 
as self-discovering learning, weekly work 
plans or individualized work orders, they 
are deprived of their pedagogical instru-
ments. That is not what teachers want, while 
parents are increasingly burdened with the 
task of an assistant teacher, without whose 
support many students would fail; and chil-

“Children need structured teaching  
directed by the teacher”

Interview with Dr med Elke Möller-Nehring, child and youth psychiatrist

Elke Möller- 
Nehring (picture ma)
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dren whose parents are not able to accom-
plish this task, really fail – should we real-
ly fall back to a two-class education system?

You mentioned constructivism, which in 
Switzerland is as well praised as a new in-
sight for the reforms. There are even strik-
ing similarities to the Swiss Curriculum 21. 
What do we understand by constructivism?
Constructivism assumes that every human 
being creates his or her own reality and 
that there is no truth and no reliable knowl-
edge. From what it will find in the world, 
the child is to assemble itself a “reality”, just 
corresponding to its current aim or its inner 
mood. The problem is, that in this way, chil-
dren and young people do not get any more 
guidance. It is no longer taught that there are 
fundamentals and established knowledge but 
the child must discover and re-assemble eve-
rything itself. This is on the one hand over-
charging the child and on the other hand 
often leads to total superficiality, because 
the foundation is missing. And of course it 
strongly relativizes all values and standards, 
indispensable for a peaceful coexistence and 
a well-functioning democracy.

What does that look like practically in the 
classroom?
Since competencies have priority over con-
tents, children are to organise the lessons 
themselves today. In secondary school, 
for example, the countries of Europe are 
to be addressed in the 7th grade in geogra-
phy. It is explicitly requested that students 
submit their work in the form of presenta-
tions. Apart from the fact that students do 
not learn how to structure a solid presenta-
tion, they are not able to give a substantiated 
overview from the material they have col-
lected in the Internet. That would request a 
university course. Teachers once completed 
such a course of study, a didactic training, 
and now the children are to teach each other 
with their unstructured prior knowledge. But 
this is outrageous and there is no learning ef-
fect. The learners who should work togeth-
er are sometimes very discouraged because 
they can not develop ideas in order to ap-
proach the task in a useful way. They have 
a flood of unstructured information and not 
the slightest idea what to do with it and ulti-
mately they resign. …

... You can hardly believe that this should be 
the future of our schools ...
… But, unfortunately, it is. Look at the fol-
lowing example: In a group of four, the stu-
dents were to develop the presentation. One 
of them immediately took his phone out 
and started playing games, because the task 
ws too much for him. There is no teacher 
to guide the young people and to give them 
support and help them cope with the diffi-

culties. Being left completely on their own, 
without any guidance, without any contact 
with the teacher, is expecting too much of 
the young people.

How does this affect the learners?
This leads to complete uncertainty, it caus-
es discouragement and in the worst case, 
the feeling of being stupid. This often re-
sults in behavioural abnormalities among 
young people, why they are often refered to 
a psychologist or psychiatrist. I am a psychi-
atrist for children and adolescents and see 
such cases in my practice in great numbers. 
The young people are pathologized and, for 
a lifetime, have to carry a heavy burden, 
which they will hardly get rid of. But this is 
not necessarily so. 

What is your idea of good teaching?
We have to assume that today many children 
and young people are no longer able to ad-
just to another person. The child and ado-
lescent psychiatrist and author Dr Michael 
Winterhoff maintains that today’s young 
people entering education institutions have 
accomplished an emotional development 
corresponding to a 16-months-old child. It 
is in such a condition that the children come 
to the first class.

This is frightening.
Yes, it actually takes a mandatory post-ma-
turing. The children’s entire personal devel-
opment, however, requires an adult coun-
terpart. The teacher must be aware of that. 
He is the person towards whom the chil-
dren orientate themselves; he shows them 
the way. This means they need a structured 
and guided instruction by the teacher who 
proceeds in small steps with precise guid-
ance and correction. Since a relationship de-
velops between the teacher and the young 
people, understanding, encouraging and tar-
geted support of the child become possible. 
This also means that the teacher demands 
something of the students. In order to do so 
a personal relationship is needed. Primary 
school teachers could play that part, because 
there is the class teacher principle at primary 
schools. They could bring the children for-
ward to this post-maturing. These logically 
structured lessons and the relationship be-
tween teacher and students are the basis of 
successful teaching. 

The teacher can, as you describe his task, 
respond to the pupils more specifically than 
these new forms that are planned in the 
Curriculum PLUS. The children are left to 
themselves here.
The children are disorientated and muddle 
along somehow. Thereof another aspect re-
sults: Since the individualising and self-di-
rected learning are in focus, the whole class-
room teaching is cut off completely. The 
class community is the very best situation for 
children to learn from each other. The weak 

student who listens to the questions of the 
other classmates and that way learns the an-
swers as well; so he learns a lot, even if he 
did not dare to ask the question. The chil-
dren learn to refer to each other, to listen to 
each other. Under the expert hands of an ex-
perienced teacher, they can become a com-
munity where they can learn everything they 
need later in our society and our democracy. 
So they will be capable of democracy. All 
this disappears within the “learning centers”, 
where each individual has only his individu-
al progress in view. The classmate does not 
count or presents even a disturbance.

You can actually say that the Curriculum 
PLUS and even the Curriculum 2000 is a 
paradigm shift with respect to school edu-
cation.
Yes!

The teachers only become …
… coaches or learning guides …

… and the students are left to themselves 
and to develop something in the sense of 
constructivism, which has nothing to do 
with reality. You ask yourself why such thing 
is introduced in our schools against one’s 
better knowledge?
These are clear ideological aims. It all comes 
from economy oriented circles, of course not 
from the middle class, but from the major in-
ternational industry and high finance. They 
want people to be controlled. Children who 
have no relation to the community and no 
longer focus on adults, can be controlled. 
They are so unrelated that they can be easily 
manipulated. And the education sector is an 
extremely lucrative market. 

What do the parents think, nobody who is 
halfway reasonable can approve of that?
This is something we Bavarian parents do 
not want under any circumstances. A lot 
of parents notice that many things do not 
run properly, but they can’t classify the op-
erations. That is my task now, to explain 
to parents what is going on here. For this 
reason, we have written a letter to parents 
entitled “Eltern für eine gute Bildung” 
(Parents for a good education.) We want 
an education in the sense of the humanis-
tic tradition to give an education for eve-
ryone. So that each person is in a position 
to judge the world and to help shaping the 
political process. This is what we want to 
come back to and our parents group wrote 
the letter to parents that can be download-
ed from the Internet address www.eltern-
fuer-gute-bildung.de. We would be delight-
ed if it could be spread and a discussion 
initiated by it.

Dr Möller-Nehring, thanks for the interest-
ing conversation.	 •

(Interview Thomas Kaiser)

”’Children need structured teaching …’” 
continued from page 21
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Current Concerns: In many European 
countries, including Switzerland, there has 
since long been an acute shortage of STEM 
professionals, i.e. professionals with a focus 
on mathematics, computer sciences, natural 
sciences and technology. There are no long-
er many graduates who trust themselves to 
study subjects in this area, and probably 
this is not least due to the fact that schools 
no longer adequately teach the basics of 
these subjects. This view is backed up by the 
large number of college drop-outs. Recent-
ly, a businessman in Ilmenau told me that 
Germany does no longer offer a tertiary ed-
ucation for engineers, but only a course of 
studies leading to a Master of Business Ad-
ministration, often without imparting any 
technical knowledge, but aimed at turning 
businesses inside out to trim them into effi-
ciency, and often ruining them in the pro-
cess. This was different in former times. 
	 In the former GDR great importance was 
attached to a good education, above all in 
the field of the technical occupations. The 
professionals trained there were certain-
ly very popular in the West. I suggest that 
today we speak about schools and educa-
tion in the GDR era, with a special focus on 
the polytechnic secondary school.
Gotthard Bläsche: First let me say a word 
about the current situation. Far too few 
skilled workers are being trained in Ger-
many today, and there are far too many stu-
dents who break off their studies. Current-
ly, the Chamber of Trade is making efforts 
to reach out to these drop-outs in order to 
enable them to complete a skilled labour 
training course.
Christa Stolze: I must say that the best en-
gineering graduates were the ones who 
learned a profession before taking up their 
studies. Those of my apprentices who had 
first completed their vocational education 
and then took up their studies were of use, 
but those young people who after school 
first went to university and then came to 
us, were of no use at all. This is my experi-
ence in the industry.
Hans Schäfer: I would like to confirm that. 
I know a whole number of glass engineers 
who graduated from our technical college 
for glass art and then found themselves in 
the west after the turnaround. There they 
had to face all the differences that had ac-
cumulated in the course of the years. And 
precisely when it comes to work in prac-
tice, I have to say that in this respect, our 
people were much better than the West-
erners. They brought with them skills and 
were willing and able to carry something 
through and to go looking for solutions if 
something was out of order, all of which 

left their Western colleagues pretty thun-
derstruck.
Christa Stolze: The Westeners sat down 
and waited until the spare part arrived and 
the craftsmen came to repair what was 
broken. The Bavarians always said: Those 
“Ossies” (Easterners) are good – they can 
work even if something is broken. For us 
in East Germany that had simply been nec-
essary, because we had got nothing. After 
all, we picked up each piece of wire and 
we hammered crooked nails until they 
were straight again. The shortage economy 
made people inventive. I do not know how 
you look at that, since as the headmaster 
of the Vocational School Centre you were 
much closer.
Gotthard Bläsche: Exactly, that was due 
to the fact that we possessed so little. We 
had to face difficult conditions, there was 
no Marshall Plan, we had high reparations 
to pay to Russia and we suffered from the 
economic sanctions imposed by the West.

Of course you can always only give an 
individual view on things, because everyone 
has his or her own adventures and experi-
ences, but I believe that society has become 
quite complacent in many respects, sleek 
and calm and not particularly willing to 
make an effort. I also observed this among 
students in general or among our students at 
college: They often exerted themselves only 
up to a certain degree when tasks were as-
signed. Rather often the effort did not con-
tinue right up to the solution. And I think 
more emphasis should be placed on this in 
childcare, education and training. This is 
the alpha and omega, especially where tech-
nical occupations are concerned.

Technical Jobs are, curiously enough, 
not quite as much in demand any longer. 
A few years ago, we had an information 
event in Krauschwitz, where the second-
ary schools of the region presented them-
selves. Our vocational school centre and 
various companies and representatives of 
institutions were also present. We were 
placed in a large room, together with a car-
penter’s shop. But the carpenters were not 
very popular, although this is a wonderful 
profession. I think this is because too lit-
tle knowledge about this and other techni-
cal professions is taught to our young peo-
ple at school.

We always had quite good cooperative 
relations with the secondary schools of the 
region – in Krauschwitz, Schleife, Weiss-
wasser – and we conducted project days, 
during which their students came to us and 
we showed them how, for example, elec-
trical engineering or carpentry works. Our 
carpenters did things with the students and 

suddenly mathematics became interesting 
and they had to figure something out or else 
the piece would not have turned out perfect. 
Afterwards the students were really enthu-
siastic about what they had learned. I think, 
today too little of such things are done.

There is not only a shortage of engi-
neers, but we also have far too few teachers 
who are well-trained in natural sciences. 
Nobody wants to be a teacher of mathemat-
ics, physics of chemistry any longer. Much 
the same applies to the area of profession-
al training: No-one wants to be a teacher of 
metal or electrical engineering any longer. 
Technology is often considered to be diffi-
cult even by primary school teachers, and 
that keeps young people from taking this 
direction.

Current Concerns: And that used to be dif-
ferent at GDR times?
Evelin Hubatsch: We used to have the pre-
vocational polytechnic secondary schools 
for all students from the first to the tenth 
grade. From there you went on to high 
school, first after the eighth and later after 
the tenth grade. Each of the polytechnic 
secondary schools had a close connection 
to one or more partner companies. Work in 
the school garden, handicrafts and needle-
work were taught as polytechnic subjects in 
the first to the sixth grade. In the seventh to 
the tenth grade, students used to spend one 
day a month in the partner companies, and 
there they had to actually work.

For instance, I was in the iron foundry 
Keulahütte in Krauschwitz. That is not ex-
actly a job where you put on a white coat. 
I had to make moulds for the foundry, so I 
had to lay bricks properly. But this way one 
learnt to appreciate the value of these peo-
ple’s work, who stood their ground day after 
day. Students built up an understanding of 
the profession and some of them would de-
velop a career wish in this direction.
Gotthard Bläsche: The labour stints were 
put down on the timetable as subjects to be 
studied – as productive work (PA), and as 
Introduction to Socialist Production (ESP) 
for the theory lessons. In the theory les-
sons we learned for instance technical 
drawing and the like. And in the practical 
work stints we filed and drilled and leaned 
many other craft skills in the companies, 
skills needed by a locksmith or electrician 
or whatever. 

I went to an industrial company, but 
buddies of mine were assigned to agricul-
tural work and spent their labour stint day 
there. Every week they spent four hours on 
the farms, and after that they mostly had 

“The polytechnic secondary school used to establish  
a connection between learning in school and working life”

A conversation in the Glass Museum of Weisswasser

continued on page 24
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another two or three school lessons. You 
were also graded for PA and ESP in your 
report. 

As the young people got to know agri-
culture, industrial plants and whatever else 
there was, they had a real idea of what to 
expect in these professions.
Evelin Hubatsch: Up to the fourth grade 
of the polytechnical senior classes, Ger-
man lessons were predominant, as we had 
ten to fourteen lessons a week. After thor-
oughly learning the German language, 
the focus was put on the subjects of math-
ematics, science and technology.
Hans Schäfer: For human beings, lan-
guage and thought go hand in hand any-
way. If you have no command of the lan-
guage, you can neither think properly, and 
today that is partly lacking even where the 
language is part of a profession. 

Current Concerns: The West is heading 
into a completely different direction. For 
example, the OECD calls for more and 
more academics, although it is known 
that the countries with the highest rates of 
high school graduates also have the high-
est unemployment rates. Under the pre-
text that the “knowledge society” requires 
this, practical knowledge is more and more 
being reduced and destroyed.

Listening to you makes me wonder 
whether it would not have made sense to 
sit down together at the time of the turn-
around and think about what parts of the 
two school systems were worth preserv-
ing and then to co-ordinate and merge 
them?
Gotthard Bläsche: After the turnaround 
everything we had done was wrong as a 
matter of principle. We were not asked.

Referring to what you said about the the-
ories of the OECD: I think we will always 
need practically oriented people; the world 
is not theoretical. It takes a lot of crafts 
knowledge. The requirements have indeed 
changed, because other gadgets and devices 
are available which have to be operated and 
controlled, but it is still important to learn 

general things, to try out things and to be 
able to put two and two together.

I have found that among young people 
disorientation often leads to a lack of moti-
vation. If they do not know what’s coming 
up, then they are unwilling to work. Over-
all however, I think that the young people 
are no less efficient today than young peo-
ple were in the past. This also depends on 
the school. I have great respect for some 
schools around here which are doing an ex-
cellent job and educate their students quite 
well. Only I imagine that there is often too 
little coherence, that students do not know 

what can be done with what they have 
learnt and how they can link together what 
they have learnt. They often do not know 
what it might do for them. The conception 
of this causal relation is often lacking.

In the polytechnic secondary school, the 
effect was that young people learned some-
thing at school, for example in mathemat-
ics, they went to the company and they no-
ticed: If I want to solve that, I’ll have to be 
able to do the maths. As a result, there was 
a connection between learning at school 
and working life. 	 •

Participants in the discussion were: Eve-
lin Hubatsch, former chief executive of 
the Lausitzer Glaswerke GmbH (Lusa-
tia Glassworks Ltd.), Christa Stolze, for-
mer head of decoration of the Porzellan-
werk Weisswasser (Weisswasser Porcelain 
Plant), Gotthard Bläsche, Head of the Vo-
cational School Centre in Wesswasser up 
to the year 2013, Hans Schäfer, former 
lecturer at the Glasfachschule Weiss-
wasser (Weisswasser Vocational School 
for Glass), as well as Jochen Exner, sec-
ond chairman of the friends’ association 
“Glasmuseum Weisswasser” and Dieter 
Sprock for Current Concerns.

”’The polytechnic secondary school…’” 
continued from page 23 Station of young natural scientists  

and technicians, Weisswasser
ds. The station of young natural sci-
entists and technicians offers extra-
curricular youth education. Providing 
opportunities in natural science and 
tech-oriented fields as well as creative 
programs geared towards those more 
interested in artistic fields, it seeks to 
support the youth in determining where 
their professional future might lie – an 
important task that schools, often are 
unable to oversee properly. During a 
recent visit, the station’s director Bernd 
Frommelt explained the dilemma: “Dur-
ing my time at school in the former Ger-
man Democratic Republic, we used to 
have a subject called ‘productive work’ 
which was no longer taught after the 
reunification. Even though the work 
wasn’t always fun for us kids, we were 
still able to get to know different pro-
fessions and could also see whether we 
were or maybe weren’t suited for a par-
ticular job. Here at the station, kids are 
given the opportunity to try out differ-
ent things – working with wood, metal 
and other materials, either in the field 
of electronics or within nature. They 
are given the chance to ask themselves: 
“Am I patient enough to build a model 
ship with the help of a construction 
plan – every week over the span of an 
entire year – to release it into the water 
in the end? Or am I more interested in 
nature or electronics? We, along with 
seasoned professionals, also offer a 
camp focused on digital technology for 

those particularly interested – for the 
potential future engineers.”

Last year, the station worked on a 
project based on the idea of rediscover-
ing old fruit varieties. “Due to the pro-
gression of brown coal open-pit mining 
and the uniformization of the prod-
ucts – every apple has to have the same 
size and isn’t allowed to have any dis-
coloration – many of the old fruit va-
rieties have vanished and are almost 
extinguished”, Frommelt stated. The 
station’s collaborates with a specialist 
that, together with the kids, visits the 
areas taken over by brown coal open-
pit mining. They collect branches of old 
apple varieties before these villages will 
be cleared out.

Petition against Curriculum 21 successful in St Gallen
The non-partisan association Starke Volksschule St.Gallen submitted its petition 
“Yes to HarmoS exit” on 27 March. With 7,017 signatures, 75 % more than the re-
quired were collected.
With those very strong results, voters in St Gallen have emphasised their wish for a 
change in educational policy. Apparently, citizens have become increasingly wor-
ried that the educational system might be harmed further by Curriculum 21, com-
petence orientation, self-organised learning and the foreign language concept. 

The listing up of pseudo-skills and semi-knowledge, as demanded by Curricu-
lum 21 does not result in a solid education. “Educational experts” have seemingly 
taken it upon themselves to transfer the simple task of a reasonable harmoniza-
tion of education into a large-scale educational control and ideologization of the 
school without having been legitimised by the Swiss people to do so.

From the press release: Starke Volksschule St. Gallen


