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Covid-19 is a medical problem
Plea for more objectivity, for cooperation and less ideology 

Interview by Nicole Köster, SWR 1 Leute, with Prof. Dr med. Dr. h.c. Paul R. Vogt

Nicole Köster: Professor Paul Vogt, good 
morning.
Paul Vogt: Good morning.

Welcome to “SWR 1 Leute”. You are a heart 
surgeon from Zurich, so you travelled across 
the border last night [4 May 2020]. A brief 
question: What about the border controls?
No problem, ten minutes’ traffic jam, but 
as you had sent me a confirmation, there 
was no problem.

So everything went smoothly. But of 
course many people have concerns for 
when the borders will be open again, es-
pecially the citizens who live there. The 
politicians, on the other hand, are calling 
for a faster opening of the borders. Did 
you notice any feelings in that respect?
I think that a lifting of the lockdown is 
inevitable – the economy aside, nobody 
wants to go on like that. It is actually 
pretty clear that people want to visit their 
acquaintances, their relatives, their fam-
ily members. The question is how to do 
that and what data we have. Can we use 
scientific data to predict what will hap-
pen? And actually I do not think so. We 

do not know exactly what will happen in 
the next six, twelve, eighteen, twenty-four 
weeks. We need a gradual lifting of the 
lockdown, and then we just have to moni-
tor what happens.

This not knowing is a big problem. You 
have tried to bring some order into this 
jungle and you are also “a concerned cit-
izen”. In fact, under this title, under this 
heading, you published a guest commen-
tary in a Swiss newspaper, the Mittellän-
dische Zeitung. What happened after this 
article appeared?

That is a small publishing house, so 
that was published online; they have a 
maximum of maybe a few thousand clicks 
per day. And then they were clicked on, 
I think 750 thousand times in 48 hours. 
Then I sent two manuscripts and an inter-
view on the first manuscript, and this was 
clicked on 2.5 million times in Switzer-
land and about 2 million times in Russian-
speaking countries. I was then asked for a 
Spanish translation, a French translation, a 
Bulgarian translation, etc. and even a Chi-
nese translation. So we delivered this too, 
afterwards, via my colleagues.

And in your article you expressed some 
criticism. What is your main criticism?
I think that if we had paid more atten-
tion and had learned something from 
what happened in Asia, in China, in Tai-
wan, in South Korea, and if we had been 
a bit more prepared, the pandemic would 
probably not have afflicted Switzerland 
to such an extent, probably a lockdown 
would not have been necessary, there 
would have been fewer human victims, 
and I think there would also have been 
fewer economic and financial difficulties, 
which are only now gradually becoming 
apparent.

But, as you have just said yourself, it is 
precisely this lack of knowledge that is 
such a major problem. When did you first 
hear about the outbreak of a dangerous 
new type of Sars virus?
From September onwards, I was actually 
continuously working in Tashkent, in Uz-
bekistan. We are setting up a children’s 
heart surgery there.

You have established a foundation.
Yes, I have. My Uzbek and Russian col-
leagues, who do not speak much English 
– I set up a library for them for heart sur-
gery etc. – asked me in January if I could 
tell them something about what was going 
on in China. I went through the literature 
and looked for what was available and 
came across a publication by Peng Zhou 
from Wuhan, a virologist who presented 
an epidemiological study of corona virus-
es in bats in China in March 2019.

When I had read this paper, everything 
was pretty clear to me. This pandemic was 
predicted there, a new corona virus would 
soon sweep across the world; it was not 
possible to say exactly when, but very 
soon, and the hot spot was also not known 
exactly, but it would probably be in China. 
That was also explained in detail.

You say that the corona pandemic has 
been announced at least eight times since 
2003. What about the previous announce-
ments, were they not to be taken seriously?
I cannot say for sure, either. We have seen 
various pandemics “field-tested”. One 
is Sars1 and Mers2, the two epidemics, I 
would say. After 2004 there were no more 
Sars diseases in China, which means the 
virus had been eradicated, which is an im-
portant message. I know that the German 
Bundestag simulated a corona pandem-
ic in Germany in 2012, and in 2016 there 
was Exercise Cygnus, which simulated an 
influenza pandemic in London. There the 
result was that the NHS [National Health 
Service] would collapse. And that report 
was then withheld from the population 
as “classified”. There are also pandemic 
leaflets, guidelines that Switzerland pub-
lished in 2018 – it is difficult to explain 
why there has been no reaction. There is 
this “Event 201” by Bill Gates, in which 
a corona pandemic was discussed world-
wide at the end of 2019. There are many 
film excerpts on the Internet – you can 
read them – treating up to the economic 
consequences of a pandemic. And then, of 
course, there is the scientific work of Peng 
Zhou, who predicts all of this.

continued on page 2
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And then you came to the conclusion: It is 
due to a kind of Western arrogance. How 
are we to understand that?
Well, I think that if you look at the com-
mentary columns, for example, the media 
reports in Switzerland, too, but especial-
ly the commentary columns, they show 
me a bit of the atmosphere and the mood. 
There it says, one way or the other: “All 
Chinese lie”, and “you cannot believe an-
ything the Taiwanese say”, “Singapore is 
a family dictatorship, you cannot believe 
anything there either”. That’s just a bad 
attitude. If, for example, China informed 
the WHO on 31 December 2019 – and 
the Chinese have installed a monitoring 
system for atypical pneumonia, which 
has been compared with that in Holland 
in 2017 and which works very well, this 
has been confirmed – and then the WHO 
gives, I would say, a worldwide pandemic 
alarm on 30 January 2020 and different 
countries take different precautions, you 
cannot close your eyes; I think you have 
to look at what happens and what these 
countries do.

But there is also the criticism that was 
voiced last weekend by the five secret ser-
vices: That the beginning of the pandemic 
was also covered up in China.

No, I think the way I understand it, at first 
they thought it was Sars. First they had to 
find out that it was a new virus. It looks 
to me as if the Chinese are now doing re-
search on the Corona virus in Wuhan, 
then a virus gets out, and then they say: 
“We won’t say anything”. But the fact is 
that this research on Corona viruses is 
a worldwide research. There are publi-
cations about it that anyone can read: in 
2015, a research group in North Caroli-
na, Jefferson, Arkansas, Harvard, togeth-
er with Wuhan, together with a Swiss in-
stitute, in Bellinzona, produced a paper 
on how they synthetically manipulated 
Sars Corona viruses. Then the National 
Institute of Health in America imposed a 
moratorium claiming it was too danger-
ous to do research on Mers and Sars vi-
ruses. And this moratorium was lifted in 

2017. This research is international. And 
also the research of Shi Zheng-Li, which 
is now of course the focus of attention 
in Wuhan, was supported by the Ameri-
cans with millions of dollars all the way. 
There were foreign researchers in Wuhan; 
the laboratory was co-built by the French. 
This is not something local in Wuhan. 
The whole world of research was involved 
in the Corona research.

So that would now mean that the criti-
cism that the US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo is currently voicing is also direct-
ed at his own country’s research. It is this 
bashing that you are ultimately criticis-
ing, because it is not getting us anywhere. 
So what are the ideas behind the ques-
tion: How can we arrive at solutions? 

“If I ask my colleagues or if I myself look back over 30 or 40 years: 
We have never seen such a great number of patients with such seri-
ous respiratory problems, where the disease attacks all the organs. 
In other words, this virus attacks the brain, the heart, the kidneys, 
the liver, the intestines and, of course, also the lungs. Never before in 
such numbers. We have never seen so many nurses and also the doc-
tors fall ill in the same way as the patients they care for – despite pro-
tective measures – and then die.”

Paul Robert Vogt, MD
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There is certainly a great deal of expe-
rience in this area, especially in science.
At the moment, there are actually two 
opinions: It was a laboratory virus or it 
was not. The active virologist community 
in the world, they published a paper in the 
Lancet, “Support of China” and of their 
colleagues. They are virologists from nine 
countries, all working at the cutting edge, 
and they clearly said, “This is a natural 
virus, it comes from nature”. For me that 
is the virological-medical scientific mes-
sage. The other is politics, and in principle 
you have to weigh up now: Do you now 
believe these Five Eyes [alliance of the 
secret services of the five countries USA, 
Great Britain, Australia, Canada and New 
Zealand]? The first thing that comes to 
my mind is Iraq. Or do I believe the sci-
entific community? And I believe the sci-
entific community here, because I do not 
believe that all the active world-class vi-
rologists together are cheating the world.

How did the virus come into existence? 
There is much speculation about that 
question. We have just talked about the 
fact that there are 27 leading virologists 
from nine countries who say that there is 
no possibility that it was created synthe
tically. However, at the end of your arti-
cle, you ask this question again: how did 
the virus come into existence in the first 
place? So what do we know, what do we 
not know?
If you ask the leading virologists and show 
them the genome of the Covid virus, with 
those Sars corona viruses that have been 
experimented on – worldwide, it must be 
said – then they agree that these two ge-
nomes are so different that the virus does 
not come out of the laboratory. It is well 
known from 20 years of research that there 
are apparently thousands of different coro-
na viruses; new ones are discovered every 
day, and that they can be transmitted to hu-
mans. There is a part of the population, 
people who live near such clusters of bats 
with corona viruses on them, and they have 
antibodies against corona viruses. And it 
is the diversity of genomes that tells virol-
ogists that this is a natural event, as they 
do happen. These viruses are all sitting on 
these bats – the rabies virus comes from 
there, the Ebola virus comes from there, 
and various other viruses all sit on the bats. 
And I actually trust what the leading virol-
ogists say: If they all agree that this is nat-
ural, then I think that is so.

Then you dealt chronologically with many 
points, which are also being claimed at 
the moment. Let us take the first point, 
where it says: “This is very similar to a 
kind of flu.”

In my opinion, this became apparent very 
early on and then, as time went by, it be-
came increasingly clear, that it was not. Of 
course, for the 80 to 85 per cent who have 
a cold for perhaps two or three days, it is 
a normal flu. But for the patients who are 
hospitalised and go to the intensive care 
units, the situation is completely different. 
If I ask my colleagues or if I myself look 
back over 30 or 40 years: We have never 
seen such a great number of patients with 
such serious respiratory problems, where 
the disease attacks all the organs. In other 
words, this virus attacks the brain, the 
heart, the kidneys, the liver, the intestines 
and, of course, also the lungs. Never be-
fore in such numbers. We have never seen 
so many nurses and also the doctors fall 
ill in the same way as the patients they 
care for – despite protective measures – 
and then die. There is now a study from 
England where over 100 carers – nurses 
and doctors – have also died of Covid-19. 
I do not remember us at the front, the peo-
ple at the front, in the intensive care units, 
ever experiencing such a situation. And my 
colleagues cannot remember anything like 
it either. That is the one thing. The sec-
ond is that it is slowly becoming apparent 
that there are completely different path-
omechanisms; in other words, the virus 
leaves traces on the lungs that look as if 
the body is rejecting its own lungs – with 
the corresponding long-term consequenc-
es. In other words, it stems from the dis-
ease itself; it is a disease that we have not 
yet seen regarding the pathomechanism.

A question that also arises time and again 
is: Should there be more autopsies?
Of course the Italians have performed 
autopsies; there are also autopsy studies 
from America. There are histological, im-
muno-histochemical studies, and the pic-
ture is slowly coming together. It real-
ly is a clinical picture that we have never 
known in this way, yes, one must almost 
say in this most insidious way.

What about the pre-existing conditions, 
which are so frequently mentioned?
These so-called secondary diagnoses: I 
mean, if there are a hundred people in a 
room, and I do a whole-body MR and the 
complete laboratory investigation and ex-
amination of these hundred people, then I 
can tell you that 80 per cent will go away 
with three diagnoses. That is a bit like the 
“insanity” in modern medicine; that is one 
thing. The second is: If you look at the 
frequency of high blood pressure, diabetes 
etc. in comparison to the normal popula-
tion of Covid patients, there are no big dif-
ferences. And: I think having a so-called 
diagnosis does not mean that you are ill at 
all. That is the big difference today. It is 
the merit of medicine that today, even if 
you have two or three secondary diagno-
ses and many more – and we operate on 
patients like this – you can reach an old 
age with a good quality of life without any 
problems with such secondary diagnoses. 
I do not see why things should suddenly 
be completely different when it comes to 
Covid-19. From my point of view, this is 
a complete exaggeration concerning such 
secondary diagnoses.

Different scenarios are conceivable if the 
virus cannot be eliminated. Let us sift 
through two of them. What scientists are 
assuming is that this virus will not dis-
appear. So what is our best option? And 
what is the worst-case scenario?
The best would have been, of course, the 
ambition to destroy the virus. That is the 
Chinese strategy. They succeeded with 
Sars. The Western Europeans, including 
Switzerland, never really had that ambi-
tion.

Why did they not have that ambition?
I cannot really explain why not. I mean, 
that is actually what you should do ac-
cording to the pandemic theory: You 

continued on page 10

”Covid-19 is a medical problem” 
continued from page 2 Health and economy

“In the public debate on the further 
course of action in the fight against 
the corona pandemic, the interests of 
health protection are often presented 
as being in conflict with the interests of 
the economy. This does not do justice 
to the problem-situation. If premature 
relaxation of restrictions led to a sec-
ond wave of infection, the confidence 
of consumers and investors would be 
damaged. Many companies would have 
to shut down their business activities 
again regardless of government regu-
lations, and the costs would be consid-
erable. Conversely, however, an exten-
sion of the restrictions would also lead 
to health problems in other areas.

The aim should therefore be to make 
the further fight against the pandemic 
sustainable and to reconcile economic 
and health objectives in the best pos-
sible way“.

Source: Dorn, Florian: Khailaie; Saham-
odin; Stöckli, Marc; Binder, Sebastian; 
Lange, Berit; Peichl, Andreas; Vanella, 

Patrizio; Wollmershäuser, Timo; Fuest; Cle-
mens and Meyer-Herrmann, Michael: “The 

common interest of health and economy: 
A scenario receipt/recipe for stopping the 
Corona Pandemic. A joint-study of the ifo 
Institution (ifo) and the Helmholtz Cent-

er for infection research”, Munich, 13 May 
2020; sd-2020-digital-06-ifohelmholtz-

wirtschaft-gesundheit-corona_1.pdf
(Translation Current Concerns)
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Politics during crisis – crisis in politics?
Direct democracy as an instrument to handle crises

by Dr rer. publ. Werner Wüthrich

There is good reason, why medical issues 
are still in the centre of the debate around 
the corona crisis. But more and more poli-
ticians and commentators voice their con-
cerns about the time after the pandemic 
and wonder how the economic problems 
and debts will be managed and which so-
cietal changes we will have to face. They 
compare the current situation with histori-
cal crises such as the world economic cri-
sis of the 1930s. 

There are troubling statements: The IMF 
warned against “times which could be-
come as bad as the Great Economic De-
pression of the 1930s”. The outgoing 
president of the European Central Bank, 
Mario Draghi, published an article in the 
“Financial Times”. In order to preserve 
employment and in view of the already 
high debts of many states he suggests to 
“use the money printing machine” or rath-
er its electronic equivalent, just like one 
would do during a war: 

“Wars – the most relevant precedent – 
were financed by increase in public debt. 
During First World War, in Italy and Ger-
many between 6 and 15 per cent of war 
spending in real terms was financed from 
taxes. In Austria-Hungary, Russia and 
France, none of the continuing costs of 
the war paid out of taxes.” (“The Finan-
cial Times” from 25 March 2020). 

Breaking taboos
In the Swiss newspaper “Neue Zürcher Zei-
tung” of 11 April 2020, the financial com-
mentator Peter A. Fischer wrote: “Just be-
fore Easter the British Central Bank made 
the surprising announcement that they 
would authorise the government to request 
money of any amount. This measure was 
meant to make sure the markets keep func-
tioning. The Bank of England emphasizes 
this loan was to be repaid in total at some 
time. This means that for the first time in 
this crisis a Western central bank broke the 
taboo of directly financing the state.” Fischer 
calls this move a taboo being broken. Rely-
ing on the money printing machine becomes 
more and more acceptable. There is nothing 
new about this kind of politics, though.

“Money gluts”, in connection with 
soaring debts, has been around for decades 
– even in “good” times. The US FED and 
the European ECB for instance may not 
directly supply money to their govern-
ments, but they spend billions to buy 
their debts (the Treasuries in the US, for 
instance) and pay with the money print-
ing machine. – Even prior to the pandem-
ic this kind of monetary politics was both 

common and controversial practice be-
cause the EU treaties prohibit such financ-
ing of states. Mario Draghi had announced 
at the beginning of the crisis that the ECB 
would spend 750 billion Euro to buy state 
debts from European governments – more 
than ever before. 

Constitutional Court of Germany: 
Casting doubts on the legitimacy of the 

ECB’s monetary policies
The Federal Constitutional Court of Ger-
many (Bundesverfassungsgericht) has 
ruled on 5 May 2020 that the ECB’s poli-
cy to buy European government bonds was 
against the German constitution and pro-
hibited the German Central Bank to par-
ticipate in this programme, unless the ECB 
council could plausibly demonstrate within 
three months that the ECB’s monetary pol-
icy aims were in proportion to the associat-
ed risks (losses for private bank customers, 
risks of real estate or stock bubbles, low in-
terest loans for non-viable enterprises etc.). 
The sentence is related to ECB government 
bond purchasing programmes predating 
the corona crisis. The constitutional judg-
es in Karlsruhe have thereby challenged 
the European Constitutional Court for the 
first time, the highest court in the Europe-
an Union, which had legitimised this prac-
tice. (see press release number 32 of 5 May 
2020; see also the journal “Finanz und 
Wirtschaft” of 9 May 2020). 

War as a justification
Mario Draghi claims that his policies were 
justified because it had happened before, 
in war financing. This automatically rais-
es the question, how today’s arms race and 
wars are financed. In view of the ever ris-
ing amounts of debts of the war waging 
countries, most notably the USA, the like-
ly answer would be: probably in the same 
way as during First World War. Well – if 
the Central Bank money printing machines 
are already busy financing wars and arms 
races, the additional “corona crisis” might 
tip the balance of the global monetary sys-
tem. There are historical precedents for 
this, too. – The virus has already succeeded 
in stopping the huge military drills of the 
NATO countries which had been planned 
to take place along the Russian border in 
recent weeks. 

The political alternative
Switzerland has always pursued a monetary 
policy of good housekeeping and continues 
to do so. There are enough reserves available 
which need to be replenished after the crisis. 
From this position I argue against the IMF 

and Mario Draghi and refer to an example 
from Swiss history. 

The way Switzerland dealt with the 
economic depression of the 1930s dif-
fered from that of most other countries. 
Government and parliament kept close 
contact with the citizens who participated 
in the measures to counter the crisis using 
their rights of direct democracy. Many 
people thought about strategies how prob-
lems could be solved, and difficulties be 
eased or overcome. In hindsight it is not 
surprising that these years were a heyday 
of direct democracy in many respects. Nu-
merous referendums helped to strengthen 
a spirit of cooperation among the people 
and the will to find constructive solutions 
to the problems.

Policy of the “good house-keeper” 
The policies of the Swiss government in 
the 1930s has been referred to by com-
mentators as “policy of the good house-
keeper”. Government made sure to make 
ends meet with their tax income even in 
those difficult times and avoid debts as 
much as possible. The famous economist 
John Maynard Keynes suggested exactly 
the opposite. Government and parliament 
had to rescue banks and the textile indus-
try, had to support small businesses and 
the farmers – all of that with plummeting 
revenues. How did they pull off this feat? 
Several referendums showed the direction 
and they are worth being reviewed here. 

continued on page 5

Voting poster for the introduction of 
compulsory AHV (National oldage 

and survivors insurance) in 1947. 
(picture Hans Erni)
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”Politics during crisis – crisis in …” 
continued from page 4

continued on page 6

People’s participation unites
When tax revenues started to plummet in 
1933, the government had initially planned 
to reduce the wages of federal employees. 
Both Social Democrats and trade-unions 
collected more than 300,000 signatures in 
a short time – ten times as many as required 
for a referendum. More than 80% of the 
electorate did vote. The plans of the govern-
ment were rejected by 55%. 

In 1935 the trade-unions again collect-
ed more than 300,000 signatures for their 
crisis initiative in only three months which 
was meant to counter the economic crisis 
with new laws, rules and programmes – 
similar to the US president Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s New Deal which was financed 
by debts and the money printing machine. 
The initiative contained a controversial 
sentence, though: For at least 5 years no 
referendum was to be allowed on the sub-
ject. This was probably the main reason, 
why this popular crisis initiative was re-
jected by a large margin of 58% despite 
economic hardship. However, with 42% 
its approval rate was quite high, and it did 
influence the politics in the years to come. 

Liberty, democracy, and people’s rights 
were valuable. All together five people’s 
initiatives were launched in the 1930s all of 
which aimed at putting limits to the emer-
gency legislation (see “Emergency Law and 
democracy” on page 11). 

In 1935 another people’s initiative was 
voted on which aimed to establish an eco-
nomic corporate state model like the one in-
troduced in Austria at the same time. The 
600 professional associations which existed 
then were supposed to form seven branches 
(“Kammern”) and elect an economic coun-
cil. A clear majority of voters said “No”. 

However, there was a consensus in 1935 
that the liberal economic constitution of 
1874 had to be revised. Parliament com-
posed a draft which was ready to be voted 
on by 1939 (only after the war the vote took 
place). It maintained economic liberty but 
provided for many exceptions from it. Strik-
ingly it contained elements from both peo-
ple’s initiatives rejected earlier: For instance 
the federal government was to be invested 
with the authority to neglect “the principle 
of freedom of trade and commerce if nec-
essary” (a phrase from the crisis initiative) 
while countering a crisis and also the au-
thority to declare decisions of professional 
and branch associations to be common bind-
ing law (from the initiative “For an econom-
ic corporate state model”). 

Alternatives to the welfare state:  
private initiative and self-help 

At the same time parliament revised the leg-
islation for cooperatives and many new coop-
eratives were founded, dedicating themselves 

to sel-fhelp, private initiative, and autonomy. 
One example for a special cooperative found-
ed at that time shall be described in more de-
tail: “Farmers’ supportive banks” were estab-
lished in seven cantons. These agricultural 
cooperatives were in fact not run by farmers. 
In the Canton of Zurich the cantonal bank, 
other banks and rich private investors helped 
farmers overwhelmed by debt who found no-
body else to support them. Noteworthy, too, 
is the WIR cooperative, which was founded 
by 16 small business owners in 1933. They 
created an economic circle and issued their 
own cooperative money, called the WIR. It 
has served not only for making payments 
among the members but also for interest 
free loans with WIR money created by the 
central office. It worked – and continues to 
do so to this day. Over the years more than 
60,000 small businesses have participated (a 
quarter of all small and medium-sized busi-
nesses). In its heyday the central office of-
fered interest-free loans for more than 2 bil-
lion Swiss francs in WIR (1 WIR-Franc = 
1 Swiss franc). The WIR-Bank of today has 
developed from the former co-operative. To 
this day it offers loans both in WIR and in 
Swiss francs. 

A similar example from Austria can be 
mentioned. In Wörgl, the municipal pres-
ident Unterguggenberger issued munici-
pal money as a complementary currency 
in 1932/33, in order to reinvigorate eco-
nomic life of the town and to finance in-
frastructure maintenance projects. He suc-
ceeded in convincing his fellow citizens of 
the idea and they supported it. It worked, 
too, but only until the Austrian National 
Bank and the government in Vienna pro-
hibited it after some months. The insist-
ed on the state monopoly to issue money 
– unlike the WIR cooperative who not 
only were granted concession by the fed-
eral government but also received a bank 
license. 

Continuous fight  
against unemployment

Discussion about the best way to fight un-
employment continued after the vote on the 
crisis initiative. Switzerland kept maintain-
ing the gold standard for quite some time. In 
1936 the Swiss franc was devalued by 30%. 
The Social Democrats launched another 
people’s initiative with 280,000 signatures 
in 1937, under the “National job creation 
programme”, which they suggested should 
be financed by reserve assets of the nation-
al bank. However, in 1938 the German army 
marched into Austria and Federal Councillor 
Minger emphasised in the national defense: 
“To this day an isolated attack against us by 
a great power was unthinkable, but now we 
have to take such an attack into consider-
ation as a possible scenario and should be 
aware that in such a case we would stand 
on our own.” Parliament drafted an amend-
ment to the initiative and assigned 400 mil-

lion francs, half of which was spent on job 
creation and the other half to buy fighter jets. 
The Social democrats agreed to withdraw 
their initiative and the people voted on the 
amended version of the parliament on 4 June 
1939. It was accepted by an impressive 70%. 
Only a few weeks later the Second World 
War began. 

How successful had this unusual  
concept been to fight the economic crisis? 
Like people in all other countries the 
Swiss were mostly concerned about em-
ployment in the 1930s. The unemploy-
ment number rose in Switzerland from 
about 13,000 to 93,000 in the years prior 
to 1936. This was equivalent to an unem-
ployment rate of 6% (only 2% in women) 
and declined again after 1936. This was 
much less as compared with most other 
European countries and the USA, the lat-
ter experiencing an increase to more than 
20%, like Germany, from the beginning 
of the crisis (see Halbeisen 2012, p. 138).

Most federal budgets were in the black. 
In 1939 – before the war – the federation 
had a debt of only 1.5 billion francs, which 
was – considering the value of the curren-
cy at the time – much less than most other 
countries (Halbeisen 2012, p. 1106). The 
country was consolidated internally and 
well-prepared for the much more diffi-
cult times ahead. So, a different approach 
was possible, contrary to what most econ-
omists suggested then and still suggest 
today. During the Second World War debts 
could no longer be avoided. They rose to 
about 100% of the gross national product. 
Less than 4% of the debt was financed 
by a loan from the central bank – much 
less than during the First World War (Hal-
beisen 2012, p. 1108). Luckily for Swit-
zerland, almost no fighting activities took 
place in the country. 

These events illustrate how countries 
may differ in their political culture and in 
their budgeting. The same is true today – 
even within the euro zone (a fact which 
will be crucial for the future of the euro). 
The money printing machine – in the way 
and proportion Draghi suggests – is cer-
tainly no solution. 

Heyday of direct democracy  
during the crisis

Strikingly, direct democracy saw a heyday 
during the great economic depression of all 
times. At no time before or after had so many 
signatures been collected for peoples’ initia-
tives. Voter turnout was above 80 per cent on 
several occasions. Even during the war the 
debates continued: in 1943 – the year of the 
battle at Stalingrad – three peoples’ initia-
tives about economic issues were started and 
two about social ones. Many citizens start-
ed to contemplate about “time after” and 
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”Politics during crisis – crisis in …” 
continued from page 5

how Switzerland could be turned into a bet-
ter place. The Social Democrats drafted their 
programme “New Switzerland”. This in-
cluded the people’s initiative “economic re-
form and the rights of labour”. It called for 
a “more systematic and planned” economic 
policy and suggested key branches such as 
big banks and assurance companies should 
be taken over by the state and run as a pub-
lic service. 

The SP was not alone. The entrepre-
neur Gottlieb Duttweiler (founder of Mi-
gros, today the biggest retail company 
and the biggest employer in Switzerland) 
had a vision, too: He transformed his 
stock corporation into a cooperative in 
1943 and gave every customer a share 
as a gift. At the same time his politi-
cal party, the Landesring (National cir-
cle), started a people’s initiative with the 
title “Right to work”. Duttweiler wanted 
to strengthen economic freedom and at 
the same time connect it with more ethi-
cal volition. “Social capital” was his bat-
tle-cry. The young farmers became active 
as well and started the people’s initiative 

“Ground is not for gambling”. Their mes-
sage was that agricultural ground should 
belong to the farmers who groom. But 
there was more: Again in 1943, the mer-
chant’s association started a people’s ini-
tiative on pensions, which paved the way 
to the national old age and survivors’ in-
surance in 1948 which operates to this 
day. The Catholic conservative associ-
ation KKV started their peoples’ initia-
tive “For the protection of families” in the 
same year. It put many aspects of family 
policies on the right track – to this day. Fi-
nancial support for families with children 
was improved, the pension scheme was 
made more just and more equal, an insur-
ance for mothers was initiated (subject to 
many more peoples’ initiatives in the years 
to come) and a lot more. That way an at-
mosphere of departure was created before 
the war had even officially ended. 

The people pave the way  
towards the future

Between 1946 and 1949 numerous initia-
tives were voted on – firstly, about the new 
economic constitution (which parliament 
had drafted before the war). It passed and 
remains valid to this day. Several other ini-
tiatives from the war years were voted on. 
These were referendums about crucial eco-
nomic and social questions. Most of them 
were rejected. But all of them would later 
influence politics in one way or another. In 
1949 and 1951 there were three referendums 
about the Swiss franc – one about the gold 
backing and a peoples’ initiative of the lib-
eral socialists. All referendums put things on 
tracks and created necessary conditions for 
the social market economy in which we live 
today. Another remarkable vote took place 
about the peoples’ initiative “return to direct 
democracy” which passed in 1949. There-
by emergency legislation was democratised. 
Parliament has been authorised to make ur-
gent decisions on the federal level ever since. 
But within a year these decisions have to be 
legitimised by referendums – facultative or 
obligatory ones. (see “Emergency law and 
democracy” p. 11, for more details).

As explained above, direct democra-
cy had its heyday during the biggest cri-
sis. For many initiatives and referendums 
more than 300,000 signatures were submit-
ted and voter turnout often was higher than 

80%. Such figures have never again been 
achieved to this day, although the popula-
tion has doubled in size since then. Coop-
eration between government, parliament 
and the people worked perfectly. Politics 
reflected the will of the citizens, who often 
differed in their political opinions just like 
in other countries. But the referendums 
had a unifying effect – despite all differ-
ences – and had a big impact so that the 
great difficulties could be overcome. It is 
certainly worthwhile to look at the signif-
icance of direct democracy for crisis man-
agement and for a liberal economic order 
in more detail. I encourage readers to study 
my book “Economy and direct democra-
cy in Switzerland” (Wirtschaft und direk-
te Demokratie in der Schweiz) which was 
recently published by Zeit-Fragen.

And what about today? 
While there are still good enough reasons 
why medical issues around the pandemic 
are in the forefront, debates about political 
ways out of the crisis have already started. 
Many questions about the “time after” are 
open – not only about economic and fi-
nancial consequences. Ueli Maurer (min-
ister of finance in the federal government) 
has voiced his concerns (“Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung” of 29 April 2020). And Swiss 
National Bank president Thomas Jordan 
had to announce a loss of 38 billion francs 
in the first three months of the year due 
to turbulences at the global stock markets. 

The events of the 1930s may not re-
semble the current ones exactly, condi-
tions are different. But the examples from 
our Swiss history are encouraging be-
cause they illustrate how direct democ-
racy has stood the ground especially dur-
ing crisis and may contribute to a new 
atmosphere of departure and consider-
ations “how to make Switzerland a better 
place”. It is certainly worthwhile to con-
tinue cultivating direct democracy. Our 
grand- and great-grandparents have left 
a precious heritage to us.	 •
Sources: 
Halbeisen, Patrick; Müller, Margrit; Veyrassat, Bé-
atrice. Wirtschaftsgeschichte der Schweiz im 20. 
Jahrhundert. Basel 2012
Wüthrich, Werner. Wirtschaft und direkte 
Demokratie in der Schweiz: Geschichte der frei-
heitlich-demokratischen Wirtschaftsverfassung 
der Schweiz. Zurich 2020

Publisher: Zeit-Fragen 2020, hardcover, 
397 pages. ISBN 978-3-909234-24-0; 
Pice Fr. 36.–Orders to Genossenschaft 
Zeit-Fragen. Postfach. 8044 Zurich; 
E-Mail: redaktion@zeit-fragen.ch; 

abo@zeit-fragen.ch
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Germany should strengthen  
the equity capital of healthy businesses

Professor Dr Eberhard Hamer, Hanover

cc. The follow-
ing article takes a 
trenchantly critical 
look at the fiscal 
and financial meas-
ures that have been 
adopted and imple-
mented in Germany 
in response to the 
corona pandemic. It 
is an intrinsic fac-
tor of a democracy 

that the effectiveness and appropriateness 
of these measures must also be discussed 
publicly, and certainly controversially. 

This can help to ensure that all those re-
sponsible – and this includes us citizens – 
can form a clearer picture and make ap-
propriate step by step decisions.

Germany is on the verge of a col-
lapse of its economy and of many com-
panies – depending on how long and to 
what extent the government maintains 
the enforced lockdown. The government 
has had an “aid package” of 156 billion 
euros approved in the Bundestag and be-
lieves that with this, it will be able to pre-
vent the worst from happening. Unfortu-
nately, however, it has used an unsuitable 
means at the wrong time and in an unsuit-
able manner. 

The recession has been overdue for 
more than a decade. In economic terms, 
a recession serves to correct misalloca-
tions and overcapacities (bubbles), so – 
like winter for nature – it is a process of 
recovery for the economy, in order to re-
duce and so regress the financial bubble, 
the debt bubble, the stock market bubble 
or the real estate bubble. 

Politicians have artificially prevented 
such a recovery process for 20 years. If 
they stop the start of a correction now, this 
is because they want to preserve the harm-
ful bubbles and with these also unprofita-
ble companies and overcapacities. 

The federal government started its cash 
injection too early and thus used it in a 
detrimental way. The funds will fizzle out 
uselessly in a mere delay of the downturn. 
If the money were, on the other hand, to 
be used later, when the economic mistakes 
have been sweated out, it could contribute 
to the recovery; but this is not possible at 
the present time. Thus the EUR 156 bil-
lion aid package is being spent too early 
and therefore ineffectively. To make mat-
ters worse, the government also intends to 
misuse the money: 
–	 The bulk of the aid package is again 

to go to the large corporations, even 

though they account for only 2% of our 
businesses, hide their profits mainly in 
tax havens and over 70% of them are 
in foreign hands. So the German gov-
ernment once again wants to subsidise 
dividends to international capital at the 
German expense. Such aid is a super-
fluous gift to big business at the ex-
pense of all German citizens and tax-
payers.

–	 The approximately 1.3 million stan-
dalone self-employed will be given 
9,000 euros each – practically “Hartz-
IV for the self-employed”. This in no 
way saves them from the big sieve of 
the market in the coming downturn, 
where the market will decide whether 
they survive self-employed or not. In 
practical terms, the state has thus in-
troduced “Hartz IV for all”, the prelim-
inary stage of the future “unconditional 
basic income” for all. 

–	 Small businesses with up to 10 employ-
ees will receive a subsidy of 15,000 
euros. That is the cost of three employ-
ees for one month. What is the point of 
this? It is not a rescue, but again only 
a delay of the coming market selection 
due to the recession.

–	 Who comes off the worst with this 
“rescue package” is the mass of small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 
They are only offered loans, and these 
would increase their burden instead of 
reducing it. Even now, personnel com-
panies have to pay 7% higher taxes than 
corporations, and of all company sizes 
and types, they are unfairly ripped off 
by having to pay the highest taxes. The 
loans on offer thus only delay the de-
mise of the over-indebted companies, 
which will have to file for bankruptcy 
in the recession anyway. Good com-
panies do not benefit from higher in-
debtedness, but rather from more eq-
uity capital, i.e. the “capacity building” 
in the form of self-financing that SME 
research has always called for. That is 
to say, the stronger the companies are 
financed with equity capital, the better 
they will survive the recession.

No other country has made such good ex-
periences with equity capital assistance 
as we have. Ludwig Erhard brought about 
the economic miracle by considering only 
dividends as “profit”, i.e. by only imposing 
a tax on what was taken out of the busi-
ness. If, on the other hand, internal sur-
pluses were reinvested and reused for jobs, 
this internal use of capital was not taxed. 
Such “tax exemption of the profit remain-
ing in the company” allowed companies 

to grow by their own efforts, to create jobs 
and to bring about the German econom-
ic miracle. 

After the death of Ludwig Erhard, the 
big banks ensured that not only the distrib-
uted profit, but also every calculated in-
ternal surplus and even the entrepreneur’s 
salary had to be taxed as profit. Since 
then, we have had debt financing and eq-
uity capital problems of small and medi-
um-sized enterprises.

According to estimates by SME re-
search, the change in the concept of profit 
would result in tax losses of 45 to 55 bil-
lion euros in the first three to four years – 
i.e. during the crisis – which is less than 
one third of the federal government’s res-
cue package. This would therefore not 
only be possible, but also more useful 
from a fiscal point of view (letting compa-
nies keep their profits instead of first tax-
ing them and then giving them back parts 
of their taxes as loans) and – as the eco-
nomic miracle has shown – also the most 
successful intervention. 

If the definition of profit as distributed 
profits were to be reintroduced, this would 
lead to the following results:
–	 The most profitable businesses would 

become capable of also growing the 
most. 

–	 Turnover would be used to finance 
higher investments, more jobs and 
more growth instead of taxes.

–	 The equity ratios of our companies 
would grow out of the danger zone 
again and companies be prepared for 
the crisis with equity capital. 

–	 The determination of profits, which is 
now too complicated for tax purposes, 
would be simplified, so as to no longer 
depend on the amount of depreciation, 
the rates of offsetting, the complicated 
internal company processes, but only on 
the easily ascertainable distributed profit.

–	 The national distributions would have 
to be determined and taxed also for in-
ternational groups of companies, so 
that they could no longer, by means of 
transfer prices, flee to tax havens with 
their profits. 

–	 The subsidies could be cancelled (ap-
prox. 50 billion euros) – 90% of which 
go to the large corporations anyway. 
If anything, now is the right time for the 

imminent correction of the concept of profit. 
The political resistance to this change 

has so far always come from the big banks 
– which are now themselves in respiratory 
distress and preoccupied with themselves – 

Eberhard Hamer 
(picture ma)
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Emergency law and democracy
ww. The term emergency law is often used 
in comments and media reports on the co-
rona virus – as an instrument to cope with 
extraordinary situations as we are experi-
encing right now. But in the Federal Con-
stitution this term does not exist at all. A 
conceptual clarification is therefore nec-
essary. The legal basis of the emergency 
law nowadays is regulated in Article 165, 
173 and 185 of the Federal Constitution.

Police emergency law according  
to Article 173 and 185 of the  

Federal Constitution
Articles 173 and 185 of the Federal Con-
stitution contain a general police clause. 
Both the National Council and Council 
of States as the legislative as well as the 
Federal Council as the executive author-
ity can take measures for quick remedi-
al action in “exceptional circumstances” 
as in “serious disturbances of the public 
order”. A pandemic is undoubtedly one 
of them. This clause is not new. It is al-
ready in the Federal Constitution of 1874. 
But the measures and programmes taken 
must be within the framework of the con-

stitution and the legal system. The general 
clause does not allow new laws.

Over the past few weeks, we have wit-
nessed the Federal Council and the Par-
liament playing together in this frame: As 
there was no time for debates and parlia-
mentary decisions – the councils had bro-
ken off their session – the Federal Coun-
cil on 13 March issued with the COVID-19 
Regulation numerous provisions and exten-
sive support programmes. After that this 
happened repeatedly again. On 4 May the 
Parliament, in a special session, came back 
and confirmed or amended most of it.

Also necessary was an immediate 
change of the Aviation Act in order to be 
able to rapidly support apart alongside 
Swiss and Edelweiss also the flight-relat-
ed companies with 600 million francs. The 
Parliament adjusted the law, limited it until 
2025 and immediately brought it into force 
under the urgency procedure. This brought 
another article of the emergency law – Ar-
ticle 165 – into effect: the law comes into 
force immediately, but the people has the 
possibility to take the referendum in retro-
spect (which the Greens have already an-
nounced). – This part of emergency law 
has a longer history, which goes back to 
the time of the creation of the Federal Con-
stitution and provides information on the 
nature of direct democracy in Switzerland.

Urgency in the legislative procedure 
under Article 165 of the  

Federal Constitution
The 1874 Federal Constitution stat-
ed in Article 89 the by the standards of 
the time revolutionary sentence: “Fed-
eral laws and generally binding feder-
al decrees that are not of an urgent na-
ture, should moreover be presented to 
the people to accept or reject, if it is de-
manded by 30,000 Swiss citizens enti-
tled to vote or by eight cantons”. This 
article should in future shape the Swiss 
legal system like no other. In this way 
200 referendums on federal laws or fed-
eral decrees came into being. But the 
constitutional article from the begin-
ning also contained a potential for con-
flict: Nowhere was defined what “urgent 
nature” means. The Parliament could de-
cide with a simple majority, whether to 

declare a law urgent and immediately 
put it into effect without allowing a ref-
erendum. This uncertainty existed from 
the beginning and should often cause 
unrest among the population. Questions 
were heard like: Why can’t we vote on 
it, almost every law is urgent, otherwise 
Parliament wouldn’t pass it? – Until the 
First World War the Parliament didn’t 
make use of this possibility.

That changed after the First World 
War and particularly during the bad patch 
of the great economic crisis of the thir-
ties. Until the Second World War, the 
Parliament classed 150 temporary feder-
al decrees (which were all of an econom-
ic nature) as urgent and thus withdrew 
them from the referendum. The majority 
of the population appreciated and accept-
ed the extraordinary measures in the cri-
sis because it was often a matter to help 
the farmers and small businesses to re-
duce unemployment, to save the people’s 
bank, to help out the watch or textile in-
dustry and such like. But the longer this 
condition lasted, the more the develop-
ment was also critically judged because 
it restricted civil rights and liberties too 
much and interfered with federalist solu-
tions. The then constitutional law teach-
er Professor Zaccaria Giacometti found 
clear words for this. He warned against 
the abuse of the right of emergency and 
spoke of “parliamentary absolutism” or 
even “parliamentary dictatorship”. It did 
not stop at skepticism: alone in the thir-
ties, five popular initiatives were submit-
ted which all had the target to set limits 
to the right of urgency (Wüthrich 2020, 
pp. 110–123). A group of constitutional 
law teachers for example suggested that 
a kind of constitutional court should be 
established which should judge wheth-
er the exclusion of the referendum real-
ly was justified or not. Two further ini-
tiatives were added after the war. – One 
thing quickly became clear: Not only 
federal decisions were urgent during the 
crisis, but also the desire in the popula-
tion to find a solution for the emergen-
cy law which respects federalism and the 
civil rights and liberties.

continued on page 9

“Awakening begins in the mind. Will there be an atmosphere of de-
parture or even a heyday of direct democracy – as it was the case dur-
ing the difficult times of the 1930s and of the Second World War? 
[…] We can support the coming awakening by refocussing on the 
foundations of our state system and also by drawing on the experi-
ences of previous generations.”

and from the ranks of the Social Democrats 
and the Left, which demonise any amount 
of entrepreneurial profit in any case, even 
at subsistence level. But their resistance 
should be appeased by the nationwide 
short-time work allowance and the “Hartz 
IV for self-employed persons” – both of 
which are a transition to the “unconditional 
basic income”, which they want.

So instead of pointlessly spending the 
largest amount of additional debt in our 
post-war history on corporate and so-
cial gifts, the government should use it 
to strengthen the equity capital of those 
businesses which are healthy, as that is 
the only measure that would not hinder 
but rather promote the process of recov-
ery from recession and at the same time 
strengthen the healthy businesses for the 
period after the crisis. 

Middle class research and some middle 
class associations (BVMW*, BDS** and 
others) have been demanding this econom-
ic miracle measure for over 50 years!	 •
*	 The Bundesverband mittelständische Wirtschaft 

(Federal Association of the Self-employed, 
BVMW) is a sector-neutral representation of the 
interests of medium-sized businesses in Germa-
ny and represents small and medium-sized en-
terprises and self-employed persons.

**	 The Bundesverband der Selbständigen (Federal 
Association of the Self-employed, BDS) is a cross-
industry, nationwide association with headquarters 
in Berlin.

(Translation Current Concerns)

”Germany should strengthen …” 
continued from page 7
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”Emergency law and democracy” 
continued from page 8

Power of attorney based  
on parliamentary decision

During the Second World War there was 
another kind of emergency law. The Par-
liament decided on a kind of wartime 
mandate (proxy decision of 30 August 
1939). It allowed the Federal Council 
to lead Switzerland at war largely with-
out parliament. But even in this difficult 
time, numerous popular initiatives were 
submitted (see article on page 7), and 
there were even important referendums.

Two examples: In 1940 the people 
voted on a draft that would to set up a far 
reaching military prep school for male ad-
olescents. The people said no. In 1942 it 
was voted on a people’s initiative of the 
Social Democrats SP, which demanded 
the popular election of the Federal Coun-
cil. The SP protested that as a big party 
with a strong voter base, it had not yet rep-
resentatives in the government. The peo-
ple voted no, but a short time later – 1943 
– the social democrat Ernst Nobs, Mayor 
of Zurich, was elected Federal Councillor 
by the Parliament.

The authority of the Federal Council 
went very far. In 1940 it provisionally in-
troduced the military tax (the later direct 
federal tax) and in 1941 the goods turn-
over tax Wust (the later value added tax 
VAT). These new taxes should help to re-
duce the extensive precautionary and mil-
itary measures. Overall, the Federal Coun-
cil issued due to his power of attorney 
until 1945 approximately 500 federal de-
crees.

Democratisation of emergency law
After the war, on 1 June 1945, the Feder-
al Council submitted to Parliament to re-
move its extraordinary powers, to grant, 
however, the authorisation to “excep-
tionally take measures that are unavoid-
able for the security of the country”. The 
Parliament approved it unanimously. But 
not everyone agreed with this. Especially 
citizens from the French-speaking Swit-
zerland (Ligue Vaudoise) submitted two 
popular initiatives: one wanted to entire-
ly finish the power of attorney of the Fed-
eral Council. The other one was called 
“Return to direct democracy” and had the 
ambitious goal of democratising the emer-
gency law which had worked out only in-
sufficiently in the 1930s. Zaccaria Giaco-
metti, Professor of Constitutional Law and 
Rector of the University of Zurich from 
1952 to 1954 was involved (Wüthrich 
2020, S. 175–186). The former resolved 
itself because “martial law” became soon 
obsolete in the beginning booming econ-
omy. The other was accepted by the peo-

ple in 1949. Its text is contained in Article 
165 of the Federal Constitution and is ap-
plied today: Parliament can still adopt ur-
gent legislation and set it into force imme-
diately. But it will be voted on afterwards 
– optional or mandatory (if the constitu-
tional basis is missing). – This regulation 
respects the rights of the people and fits 
into the direct democratic coined Swiss 
legal system. With this, a long lasting de-
bate came to their close.

The democratised “right of emergency” 
was often applied. In the sixties and in the 
seventies the Parliament enacted eleven 
urgent and temporary federal decrees, all 
of which took effect immediately. They all 
were in violation of the freedom of trade 
and industry HGF and thus had no consti-
tutional basis. However, they had a com-
pletely different content than the decisions 
which the Parliament adopted in the thir-
ties with the objective of fighting unem-
ployment. There was a boom now and the 
authorities were trying to dampen it and 
cool down the hot running economy. So 
they temporarily forbade the construc-
tion of luxurious single-family houses (in 
order to get free the fully streched con-
struction capacities for infrastructure 
and normal housing construction). Or 
they forbade to create new jobs (by ceil-
ing the number of staff in the companies). 
The unemployment was 0.0 per cent, and 
hundreds of thousands of workers immi-
grated from foreign countries. The feder-
al decrees restricted the raising of loans 
to discourage new investments. Or they 
took measures to protect the environment. 
Many Swiss lakes were so polluted that 
you no longer could swim. In addition, 
decisions were made to combat inflation 
and to protect the currency. All these fed-
eral decrees had no constitutional basis, so 
that it regularly came to mandatory voting 
within a year (see Rhinow 2011, S. 36–
37). The people said yes eleven times and 
thereby bolstered the authorities. This was 
important because it is not easy for the au-
thorities to make decisions in emergency 
situations that meet the requirements and 
which are also proportionately that is, do 
not restrict personal freedom and the de-
mocracy too much.

Today 
In a press release on 29 April 2020, the 
Federal Council announced its  decision 
from 19 April to convert into urgent feder-
al legislation the emergency decrees ithad 
issued to deal with the corona crisis. The 
consultation process is supposed to take 
place as early as June. The Federal Coun-
cil announced to submit the message to 
Parliament as early as September. Its jus-
tification: “For emergency decrees based 
directly on the Federal Constitution, the 

procedure for converting them into a par-
liamentary decree must be initiated after a 
period of validity of six months at the lat-
est. If the Federal Council does not adopt 
a message within this period, the emer-
gency decrees in question will cease to be 
valid and cannot be extended. ” Accord-
ing to the emergency procedure this law 
or these laws shall be implemented imme-
diately. In case they lack a constitutional 
basis, Article 165 paragraph 3 of the Fed-
eral Constitution stipulates a mandato-
ry or otherwise optional vote within one 
year afterwards (as required by the pop-
ular initiative “Return to direct democra-
cy” of 1949). 

Will the forthcoming crisis votes pro-
vide the authorities the support they need, 
as it was the case with the eleven votes on 
urgent law in the 1960s and 1970s (all of 
which ended with a yes)? Today’s votes 
are likely to attract worldwide attention, 
as many countries are challenged to man-
age the consequences of the pandemic in 
a democratic way and to learn the lessons 
from it. 

Awakening?
In 1949, the circle around Zaccaria Giaco-
metti might not have imagined how much 
their popular initiative one day would con-
tribute to directly involving the population 
in the political decision-making process, 
even during the crisis. 

Awakening begins in the mind. Will 
there be an atmosphere of departure or 
even a heyday of direct democracy – as it 
was the case during the difficult times of 
the 1930s and of the Second World War? 
Proposals are still on the table today as to 
what we could do better in Switzerland. 
There are some things that we will judge 
somewhat differently than in the years be-
fore corona. Important referendums are al-
ready scheduled for September: The pop-
ular initiative on moderate immigration 
(limitation initiative) and several referen-
dums on the procurement of combat air-
craft, on paternity leave, on a new hunt-
ing law (which makes it easier to shoot 
wolves) and on tax deductions for chil-
dren.

We can support the coming awakening 
by refocussing on the foundations of our 
state system and also by drawing on the 
experience of previous generations, which 
has ensured that politics today is so excit-
ing and full of life. 	 •

Sources: 
Rhinow, René; Schmid, Gerhard; Biaggini, Gio-
vanni; Uhlmann Felix. Öffentliches Wirtschaftsre-
cht. Basel 2011
Wüthrich, Werner. Wirtschaft und direkte 
Demokratie in der Schweiz – Geschichte der frei-
heitlich-demokratischen Wirtschaftsverfassung 
der Schweiz. Zurich 2020



No 10/11   26 May 2020	 Current Concerns 	 Page 10

”Covid-19 is a medical problem” 
continued from page 3

continued on page 11

have to try to eliminate the virus. Now 
we’re in a situation where we do not 
know what is going to happen. Now we 
lift the lockdown; maybe the numbers go 
up; maybe there is another lockdown; the 
virus persists; maybe there are local out-
breaks. We are now in a situation where 
we do not know what is going to hap-
pen. The best thing, of course, would be 
for the virus to weaken in the course of 
these multiple transmissions from person 
to person in such a way – and this can 
happen – that it is no longer dangerous. 
That would be the best; that is wishful 
thinking. We duck down and the virus 
kills itself.

The worst thing that could happen is 
probably that it could mutate.
The worst variant is if the virus is season-
al, like the flu, if it comes back mutated, 
in a similar pandemic wave; that would of 
course be the worst thing. 

Let’s assume the worst case happens. 
What would have to be done to prepare 
for such a worst case scenario? 
I hope that we will then know better how 
to protect ourselves against such a pan-
demic. I mean, masks must be ready, 
enough disinfectant must be ready. I think 
tracking systems and testing must also be 
available and possible.

We are a technically networked world, 
and of course it cannot be assumed that we 
could control such a pandemic in today’s 
world with the means of a thousand years 
ago. We must use the technologies of the 
21st century to control such pandemics in 
our networked world.

Do you want a surveillance state like 
China?
No, of course not. There are various 
tracking systems, some of which are 
anonymous, which simply have to be shut 
down again later. I think a lot of people 
are on Facebook these days, or iCloud, do 
not you? In 2016, the Swiss adopted an 
intelligence law that goes very far. No-
body is much worried about it. Today’s 
youths are accused of having their data 
everywhere. And now, when it comes 
to saving several thousands of lives and 
fighting a pandemic, now suddenly data 
is so sacred. I mean, here I would expect 
society to show a little more unity; that is 
point number one. 

And number two: if people agree to a 
tracking app and over 60% of the Swiss 
would do so – especially if no lockdown 
would then be required – then the state 
must be trusted to remove the tracking app 
afterwards or to keep it in reserve for an-
other pandemic wave, as it were.

We had a data protection expert as a 
guest yesterday: It is also argued that the 
co-inventor of Bluetooth says: “Bluetooth 
is not really set up for this. You cannot re-
ally find evidence of people having been 
this close. Do you think the lead in Asia 
in fighting the pandemic is really due to 
a tracking app of this kind, or what has 
been their main advantage? 
I do not think there is one single meas-
ure. There are several measures – that is 
for certain. If you take South Korea: Nine 
days after the first Covid positive case the 
South Koreans had already distributed 
700,000 masks to the sensitive areas. Two 
weeks after the first Covid-positive case, 
they already had a test that showed results 
within six hours. And they had the track-
ing system, and they reacted quickly. It is 
typical for a pandemic that the number of 
cases increases exponentially at the begin-
ning. That means if you miss the first few 
weeks, you’re in trouble. It takes a com-
bination of the simple means known for a 
thousand years, plus the technology, plus 
the speed.

You say that neither politicians nor the 
media, nor the majority of citizens are ca-
pable of separating ideology, politics and 
medicine in such a situation. How do you 
make out the difference? 
A lot of data on the beginning of the pan-
demic and also on how countries in Asia 
reacted can be found in scientific publi-
cations by purely Chinese authors, or by 
mixed Chinese and American authors. 
That is what you find in the US Nation-
al Library of Medicine, and I think if you 
want to know something about the pan-
demic, you do not have to read daily news-
papers, you have to read the scientific pa-
pers that have been published also by the 
Americans themselves in their best jour-
nals. The pandemic is a medical problem, 
and they cannot say that a scientific paper 
that is generally accepted is no good, just 
because it comes from China. I think they 
have mixed ideology and politics. China 
has this form of government, the Taiwan-
ese a different one, which does not mean 
that medical data, interpretations and re-
sults coming from these countries are 
therefore not correct. I think it must be 
possible to discriminate, because we want 
to fight the pandemic, we do not want to 
take over another form of government. We 
want to fight a pandemic.

But that would imply that, in your opin-
ion, science has made no mistakes?
Of course, science has needed time to find 
out what this thing actually is. All I can 
say is that, in an editorial on 6 January, 
Anthony Fauci, who also advises Trump, 
examined these Chinese scientific papers 
and said: Yes, they are not bad, you can 
see certain shortcomings, but these are 

due to the fact that they do not yet know 
exactly what they are actually reporting 
on. And that is exactly the heart of the 
matter. And even on 6 January, he said we 
do not yet know exactly what is coming. I 
mean, this is a well-known virologist who 
assessed the situation in the same way. 
And I still think that the fact that the Chi-
nese identified the complete genome of 
this virus on 7 January and communicated 
it to the whole world shows that they took 
it seriously from a scientific point of view. 
That is what must count for us, I think.

After all, the information is coming in lit-
tle by little, the research is ongoing. So 
since in science it was done in this way 
– what could then a policy, for example, 
copy from science; perhaps it is possible 
to learn from each other?
Yes, of course: there is a good article in 
Foreign Affairs. I mean, Foreign Affairs is 
an international journal brought out by the 
Council on Foreign Relations, and that is, 
I would say, traditionally rather anti-Chi-
nese. It’s more like “America must lead 
again” and so on and so on. This journal 
also praised the Chinese scientific work 
on pandemic control, and even Anthony 
Fauci said there that he benefited great-
ly from working with his Chinese col-
leagues. 

And there is an article which specifi-
cally mentions the excellent internation-
al cooperation at scientific level among 
the scientists of all these countries, and 
that this can be an example of how mul-
tilateral, international, bilateral coopera-
tion should actually be in other areas too. 
That is what the pandemic could actual-
ly show us.

You are very well networked with China 
through your foundation; you yourself 
have been to Wuhan. You were in China 
for almost a whole year. You work togeth-
er with Uzbekistan, you are often there, 
you are sometimes in Africa – what are 
you ultimately learning from this net-
working? How should one communicate?
Well, what I am learning is that things are 
more complicated. That you cannot read 
10 lines on something in the media and 
then you think you know how the world 
works. The problems are always more 
fundamental when you look closer. What 
of this is true anyway? Is it really like 
that? That’s the one thing. The second is: 
You have to go to these countries, and you 
have to talk to these people. And apart 
from my medical work, I have somewhat 
made it my hobby to study these countries 
on a cultural, religious and political level, 
and you have to listen to the arguments 
from all sides and form your own opin-
ion. They do not say for nothing that tra
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velling educates. You have to talk to the 
people. I have also received many, many 
letters from business managers who work 
in China and in Europe, from European 
colleagues who run clinics in China, and 
all of them have told me that they cannot 
stand this China bashing either. I mean, 
this road is a dead-end, anyway.

We are asked many questions. Mr Rolf 
Schmid from Winterbach asks: Why is the 
virus spreading pandemically worldwide, 
but not throughout China, but only in 
Wuhan? What can you tell us about that?
It did not only spread in Hubei province 
and in Wuhan, but also to other Chinese 
provinces. But of course: the Chinese had 
the ambition to destroy the virus, so they 
imposed a curfew and actually closed the 
border. But they could not prevent it com-
pletely. For example, in the neighbouring 
province of Anhui, which also has over 
60 million inhabitants, there were 995 po
sitives and 6 deaths. That means that the 
measures have taken effect. Now there has 
been a recent outbreak in Harbin again, 
and they say that is because of the people 
returning to China and bringing the virus 
back. When they get to China, they have 
to spend 28 days in quarantine. I have 
mentioned the Chinese strategy, but it is 
questionable whether it is really possible 
to eliminate Covid like Sars. There are the 
Italians who think that, firstly, we cannot 
eliminate it and, secondly, herd immuni-
ty will not be an issue either, because that 
will take too long. We must have a vacci-
nation or antibodies.

And that may take time. Per WhatsApp 
Bärbel asks: How does a dictatorship 
work compared to us? Is it right that the 
people in Vietnam can protect themselves 
better?
Yes, this is exactly this confounding of 
politics and medicine again. Of course, 
the Asian states are more collectively or-
ganised than we are; we place much more 
value on individual freedom. But perhaps 
we should also be prepared, if there is a 
state of emergency, to restrict this tempo-
rarily. 

Fundamental rights, but they have al-
ready been restricted.
Yes, I think so. There is individual free-
dom, and there are social obligations. In 
the event of a pandemic, we may have 
to rebalance these for a certain period 
of time. It is of course the case that cen-
tralised monitoring will make it easier to 
combat this pandemic. But I can simply 
tell you: It did not take a Covid for the 
NSA to intercept your Chancellor’s mo-
bile phone, nor did it take a Covid to in-

troduce facial recognition. Interestingly, 
these measures have made pandemic con-
trol easier, but I think you do not have to 
look to Asia in order to adopt a form of 
government – you have to look to Asia be-
cause you want to solve a medical prob-
lem.

And there are other countries that deal 
with Covid differently. Frank Hoffmann 
from Weil im Schönbuch inquires: Do 
you know why it seems to work different-
ly in Sweden and do you have informa-
tion from other countries, for example Be-
larus?
I have no information from Belarus. They 
simply do not know the numbers there, 
and I cannot say anything about it. In 
Sweden, they have a population about 1.5 
to 2 million larger than that of Austria, but 
they have four to five times more fatalities 
than Austria. That is the one thing. They 
also initiated measures: Larger groups 
were not allowed to meet. It is not that 
they did nothing. Whether herd immuni-
ty works is questionable for a disease, of 
which we do not know the acute damage, 
but neither the long-term consequences: 
And there are now more and more reports 
saying that younger people who have sur-
vived Covid-19 well have severe long-term 
damage to the lungs. To be sure, they do 
not have symptoms when at rest, but under 
physical stress they have difficulty breath-
ing. It is not known how many young peo-
ple will suffer from such severe long-term 
damage.

When we talk about a return to what we 
perceive as normal, there are still a great 
many uncertainties. Keyword: active in-
festation: You comment on it and say the 
whole thing is a “pipe dream”. Why?
Yes, that was the idea, that of actively, let’s 
say, infecting the so-called low risk group. 
In my opinion, this is nonsense. First of 
all, you do not know the acute dangers or 
the long-term damage; they are only now 
coming to light – slowly. After all, with an 
active infestation you are multiplying the 
mass of viruses. And the more viruses you 
have, the higher the probability of muta-
tion and the greater the probability that 
the virus can adapt to humans and become 
even more aggressive. This means that 
you actually have to limit the mass of vi-
ruses. It was also typical that in the Span-
ish flu, the second wave was much more 
damaging, much deadlier, because the 
virus had adapted to humans. This means 

that you must reduce the amount of virus 
and not increase it by actively infecting 
people. We have no idea what that could 
mean. I mean, an infestation was actually 
the first medical recommendation on how 
to treat a pandemic in Switzerland, to the 
government and the media, and it came 
from an economist; and I think of course 
that is a joke, the first recommendation 
should come from the medical profession 
– and right at the beginning.

But it is of course all the more important 
now that there should be further under-
standing between medicine, politics and 
business. The voices are getting loud-
er that the lockdown must be relaxed. So 
what can good communication look like?
Yes, of course, I have also written that the 
lifting of the lockdown is inevitable; no-
body wants to live like that. There is some-
thing I am starting to realise: I have the 
impression that in Switzerland, medicine 
is seen as an impediment for the lifting of 
the lockdown; people are saying, yes, if we 
did not have it, the doctors so to speak, we 
would have been out of the lockdown long 
ago. And I think this kind of confrontation 
is very bad. Cooperation did not take place 
at the beginning, but it should take place 
now. The task of medicine is to provide the 
decision-makers in politics with the data 
and recommend measures that can guar-
antee the safest possible exit from the lock-
down, which means that we have to work 
closely together. 

Since 80 per cent of infections are symp-
tom-free at first, the German Federal 
Minister of Health, Jens Spahn, said that 
antibody tests are important in order to 
find out whether or not I have already had 
the virus. How useful are such tests?
There are, of course, over 80 antibody 
tests, but too little is known about their 
reliability. I know that the group that is 
doing research in Rotterdam, Hanover, 
but also in China, that developed antibod-
ies against Sars, tested these antibodies in 
vitro against Covid, and they worked. And 
they are now evaluating them in animal 
experiments. Of course antibodies would 
be a blessing. There is now a new Israeli 
group that claims they have found these 
antibodies. Regardless of whether it is a 
vaccination, antibodies, whatever, I think 
a certain amount of time will pass before 
millions or billions of people have actual-

“Whether herd immunity works is questionable for a disease, of which we 
do not know the acute damage, but neither the long-term consequences: 
And there are now more and more reports saying that younger people who 
have survived Covid-19 well have severe long-term damage to the lungs.”
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ly been given the appropriate treatment – 
despite of everything.

But the plans are already on hand, 3 mil-
lion such tests are to be delivered this 
month, and from June onwards 5 million 
per month. Does that make sense right 
now?
I think so. I mean, if you can speed up this 
development and also prove through good 
medical studies that it works, you can only 
say, the faster the better.

You have four guest professorships in 
China, you know Wuhan well, and in 
2006 you already established a voluntary 
foundation. What actually brought you to 
China?
I worked at the University Hospital of 
Zurich, in the field of heart surgery, for 
10 years, and in 1999 I spent a year with 
a visiting doctor from Wuhan. He invit-
ed me to give a lecture in Wuhan at the 
end of 2000. He told me to bring my mag-
nifying glasses. I performed some simple 
operations, which were transmitted to the 
next room by video, which I only saw at 
the end of the operation. There were many 
chief surgeons from surrounding universi-
ty hospitals sitting there. Then I received 
one invitation after another to perform 
operations in China, publicly. I then came 
to Vietnam by word of mouth, to Ho Chi 
Minh City. There they showed me a wait-
ing list of 8,500 children who essential-
ly could not get operations. There were 
three or four of them to a bed. I still have 
the video today. So I said, “You have to 
do something.” And it was the Vietnam-
ese who then asked if more people could 
come from Europe to Asia to train them 
on their patients with the means they had 
available. 

And so we came to go from one coun-
try to another. We were active in 14 coun-
tries in Eurasia and in Africa, there in Er-

itrea, and we are now mainly active in 
Russia, Uzbekistan, Ukraine and Myan-
mar. I am also in China every year. And 
so far we have performed about 4,500 op-
erations on children and adults and treat-
ed about 22,000 patients. But of course the 
main focus is on the training and educa-
tion of our colleagues in these countries.

So you are well networked. The question 
always arises, of course, how such a vol-
untary foundation is financed?
Actually from interested private individu-
als, many of my patients whom I have oper-
ated on in Switzerland have donated to the 
foundation; for many years these were the 
main sponsors. Then we also have institu-
tions, companies and firms in Switzerland. 
We also try to encourage people in these 
countries themselves to invest in their own 
health care systems. We say that new clin-
ics are needed or that the clinic needs to be 
better equipped. You have the money for 
that, finance that, and then we will bring 
in what they cannot buy with their millions 
and billions, that is how it is done, and di-
rect assistance at the operating table, one-
to-one teaching also in intensive care, in 
cardiology and also in other subjects.

Hence your comprehensive view. Now, 
when they published your guest commen-
tary in the “Mittelländische Zeitung”, 
what surprised you most about the reac-
tions?
What surprised me the most was that so 
many people wrote to me that they final-
ly knew what this pandemic was, that here 
was the much hoped-for information – that 

was what surprised me the most. That was 
the main tenor. When I think how many 
articles a day are published in our media 
about this pandemic, it really surprised 
me that people felt they were so badly in-
formed. That is one thing, and the second 
thing was that most people agreed that our 
politics should rely on tolerance and mutu-
al understanding. That this road, how shall 
I say, “we are the good guys and they are 
the bad”, is not a road leading anywhere.

Were there any reactions on the part of 
politicians? Did the Swiss Federal Coun-
cil ask you to join their team of experts?
I received a letter from our Federal Coun-
cil after the first manuscript, and they said 
they would look at this manuscript and 
they would deal with my critical remarks. 
Yes, I got that.

Thank you very much, Professor Vogt, for 
your visit to “SWR1 Leute”. Your guest 
commentary will also be published with 
lots of information added. It ia really 
worth reading. We are deeply grateful.
Much obliged.	 •
1	 SARS: “Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome”. 

The first cases occurred in November 2002 in 
the southern Chinese province of Guangdong 
with a novel infectious agent (SARS corona 
virus), which causes atypical pneumonia in hu-
mans with a severe, often fatal progression.

2	 MERS-CoV: “Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 
- related coronavirus” is a virus from the coro-
na virus family, first identified in 2012, which can 
cause severe respiratory infection, pneumonia and 
kidney failure in humans.

Source: “SWR1 Leute” from 5 May 2020
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75 years after May 1945 –  
more questions than answers

by Karl-Jürgen Müller

The seventy-fifth anniversary of the un-
conditional surrender of the German 
Wehrmacht in the Second World War has 
given rise to numerous statements and 
analyses worldwide. This is no surprise. 
The topics and questions concerning the 
history of the Second World War, its caus-
es, course and end, as well as its signif-
icance for post-war history and for our 
present are highly diverse and complex. 
As a rule, it is the perspective that deter-
mines what is picked out of the diversity. 
Also the following article can touch only a 
few aspects. Aspects which seem particu-
larly important to the author today. There 
is no need to emphasise here that it is al-
ways a blessing when an inhuman politi-
cal system such as the National Socialist 
regime comes to an end and when wars 
can be ended.

Searching in Wikipedia for “Bedingung-
slose Kapitulation der Wehrmacht” [Un-
conditional Surrender of the Wehrmacht], 
one finds the following entry at the begin-
ning of the detailed article: “The uncon-
ditional surrender of the German Wehr-
macht was a declaration of the Wehrmacht 
at the end of the Second World War. It 
contained the agreement to end the com-
bat operations against the Allied forces. 
The capitulation was signed in the night 
of 7 May 1945 in the Supreme Headquar-
ters of the Allied Expeditionary Forces in 
Reims after unsuccessful attempts for ne-
gotiations from the German side on 6 May 
and came into force on 8 May. It marked 
the end of hostilities between the Nation-
al Socialist German Reich and the Allies. 
Some German units, however, continued 
with combat operations against Soviet 
troops. In order to ensure that the capitu-
lation was also signed by the commander-
in-chief of the Wehrmacht, Wilhelm Kei-
tel, and the chiefs of the German navy and 
air force, it was agreed to ratify it. The 
German delegation flown in from Flens-
burg signed the document of surrender 
on 8/9 May at Red Army headquarters in 
Berlin-Karlshorst.”

These few sentences alone give rise 
to interesting questions. After Adolf Hit-
ler himself had taken his own life in the 
“Führerbunker” (air raid shelter used bei 
Hitler during Second World War as head-
quater) in Berlin on 30 April 1945 and the 
new leadership of the Reich had moved 
from Berlin to Flensburg, the Wehrmacht 
leadership apparently believed until 6 
May that they could “negotiate” with the 
Western powers (USA, Great Britain and 
France) and come to a separate agreement.

Why did parts of the Wehrmacht  
leadership believe that  

they could continue the war  
against the Soviet Union?

The Western Powers did not discuss this, 
just like it had been agreed upon before-
hand in the conferences of Germany’s 
opponents. They demanded “uncondi-
tional surrender”. In view of the obvious 
military defeat, this was signed on 7 May 
by Colonel General Alfred Jodl, the head 
of the Wehrmacht command staff, at the 
headquarters of the Western Allies – but 
not by all commanders of the armed forc-
es. And: “Some German units continued 
the fighting against Soviet troops […]” 
And: The leadership of the Red Army 
demanded a ratification of the surren-
der by the commanders of all German 
units. It was no longer Jodl, but General 
Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, Chief of 
the High Command of the Wehrmacht, 
who headed the German delegation that 
signed the second instrument of surren-
der on 8/9 May 1945 at Red Army head-
quarters.

How are these individual events con-
nected? What led parts of the Wehrmacht 
to believe that they could end the war 
with the Western powers but continue the 
war against the Soviet Union? In May 
1945, the idea turned out to be a phan-
tasm – especially the Commander of Al-
lied forces and later US President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower was strictly against it; for 
he felt obliged to the results of the previ-
ous conferences of the Allies. Nonethe-
less, at the end of the war, leading circles 
in National Socialist Germany obvious-
ly thought mistakenly that they could 
gain support from the Western powers 

in the war against the “Bolshevik” Sovi-
et Union.1

Is history used as a weapon to fight 
conflicts of the present?

Alexander Rahr worked for the Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Auswärtige Politik 
[German Council on Foreign Relations] 
(DGAP) for 18 years and until 2012 
was programme director of the society’s 
Berthold Beitz Centre, focusing his work 
on Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Central 
Asia. From 2004 to 2015 he sat on the 
Steering Committee of the Petersburg Di-
alogue, a high-ranking regular meeting of 
representatives from politics, business and 
society from Germany and Russia. Since 
2012 he has been project manager of the 
German-Russian Forum. There he is in 
charge of the Potsdam meetings and the 
working group Common Region Lisbon-
Vladivostok. 2012–2015 he was advisor 
to the President of the German-Russian 
Chamber of Commerce Abroad. He is a 
member of the Russian Valdai Club. Since 
2014 he was deputy chairman, then mem-
ber of the advisory board of the Associa-
tion of the Russian Economy in Germany. 
Since 2015 he has been an advisor for EU 
affairs of Gazprom in Brussels. He is the 
author of numerous books on Russia, in-
cluding a biography of Mikhail Gorbachev 
(1985) and one of Vladimir Putin (2000). 
An interview with Alexander Rahr was 
published in May 2012 in the Russian 
newspaper “Komsomolskaya Pravda”. 
Several of his statements have triggered 
sharp reactions in Germany. For example 
he had said: “The Americans amputated 

continued on page 14

“Let us work for peace“
What is asked of young people today is this: 
do not let yourselves be forced into enmity and hatred of other people, 
of Russians or Americans, 
Jews or Turks, 
of alternatives or conservatives,
blacks or whites. 
Learn to live together, not in opposition to each other.
As democratically elected politicians, we, too, should heed this time and again and 
set a good example.
Let us honour freedom.
Let us work for peace.
Let us respect the rule of law.
Let us be true to our own conception of justice.
On this 8 May, let us face up as well as we can to the truth.

This was how Federal President Richard von Weizsäcker concluded his speech  
on 8 May 1985.
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the Germans’ brains.” Or: “The West is 
behaving like the Soviet Union”.

In view of the seventy-fifth anniversary 
of 8/9 May 1945 he published a new book: 
“Der 8. Mai. Die Geschichte eines Tages” 
[8 May – The History of a Day]. In this 
book, contemporary witnesses – German, 
American and Russian – who personally 
experienced 8 May 1945 have their say. 
They tell of their experiences at that time.

In an interview with the Russian web-
site Sputnik on 8 May 2020, Alexander 
Rahr is asked about the fact that Russia 
is accused of instrumentalising history. He 
answers: “8 May, or 9 May for Russia, is 
forever part of the historical memory of 
mankind. At that time a new world began. 
Today this day is unfortunately being in-
strumentalised – on both sides. History is 
used as a weapon to fight out conflicts of 
the present. It’s frightening”.

Did the Americans prevent  
a common historical narrative?

Further down in the interview, Rahr be-
comes more precise: “One should have 
developed a common historical narrative 
in 1990 after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
when East and West were in each other’s 
arms. Actually, Western Europe and Rus-
sia were prepared to do this. But unfor-
tunately the Americans came in our way, 
who, for geopolitical reasons, began to stir 
up conflict in Europe with Russia, to ex-
pand NATO eastwards and thus to keep a 
hold on Europe’s security policy”.

Indeed, the focus on Second World 
War, intensified since the escalation of 
the conflict between Russia and the USA, 
has become the subject of intense politi-
cal debate. Politics wants to define what 
has happened in history. The US govern-
ment has positioned itself, the EU and es-
pecially the governments of some Central 
and Eastern European EU members have 
also positioned themselves – and repre-
sentatives of Russia have done so as well. 

Sergey J. Nechayev, the Russian Feder-
ation’s ambassador to the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany, made another statement 
on 8 May 2020 in the German newspa-
per “Junge Welt”: “We must note with re-
gret that recently there has been a grow-
ing number of political forces raising their 
heads which want to radically revise the 
causes, progress and results of the war, 
question the decisive contribution of the 
Red Army and the Soviet people to the 
victory over Nazism and blame the Soviet 
Union for unleashing the conflict. These 
forces set themselves the goal of rewriting 
history, they do not stop at lies and forger-
ies, nor do they stop at demolishing mon-
uments and memorials to Soviet soldiers.” 
(Translation Current Concerns).

Whoever reads the public speeches 
and statements 75 years after the uncon-
ditional surrender of the German Wehr-
macht cannot help but feel that history is 
indeed looking for arguments for the pol-
itics of the present. This is not to be re-
jected on principle, especially not when 
politics serves the people – and if it does 
not bend the truth. But that is not always 
the case.

Is Germany’s tie to the US  
really a good thing?

Here are just two examples of many: The 
“Neue Zürcher Zeitung” published an in-
terview with the German historian Hein-
rich August Winkler on 8 May 2020. He 
argues that Germany’s tie to the West, to 
the US – of West Germany before 1990 
and of Germany as a whole after 1990 
– was the most important lesson of the 
World War. He also quotes Jürgen Haber-
mas, who in 1986 wrote (mutatis mutan-
dis) that “the opening of the Federal Re-
public to the culture of the West was the 
most important intellectual achievement 
of his generation”. The “success of the 
second German democracy”, according to 
Winkler, had “a lot to do with the fact that 
democracy in the Federal Republic, un-
like in the Weimar Republic, was in many 
ways deliberately oriented towards the ex-
ample of Anglo-Saxon democracy”. On 
the other hand, Winkler also said that “in 
parts of the East German population […] 
the older, German-national view of histo-
ry was able to live on unchallenged”. The 
result: “This is why the AfD [the political 
party Alternative for Germany] is relative-
ly strong in the East: it appeals to an atti-
tude of German-national defiance.” Win-
kler calls for “ethics of responsibility” in 
dealing with Russia: For this reason, “nei-
ther in the Baltic states, Poland, the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia nor anywhere else 
in eastern Central Europe should the im-
pression be given that we are making de-
cisions with Russia over the heads of these 
countries”. Winkler adopts the narrative 
style of the governments of these states, 
which is rejected by the Russian side: 
“Before the Soviet Union was invaded by 
Germany in 1941, it was a partner of the 
German aggressor through the Hitler-Sta-
lin Pact of 1939. The memory of that pact 
continues to haunt our neighbouring coun-
tries”.

There would be a lot to say about Hein-
rich August Winkler’s position. Here only 
so much: A price of Germany’s “ties with 
the West”, its membership in NATO, has 
led to the fact that Germany today is in-
volved in armed conflicts worldwide and, 
in 1999, with the war against the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, for the first time 
since the Second World War, was again in-
volved in a war of aggression in Europe 
in violation of international law – accord-

ing to the Nuremberg Trials of 1946 the 
most serious of all war crimes. In his clas-
sic from 1997, “The Grand Chessboard: 
American Primacy and Its Geostrategic 
Imperatives”, Zbigniew Brzezinski has 
openly described the means by which the 
USA has maintained its hegemony and the 
vassal status of its allies in Europe. Ger-
many had declared this status as a reason 
of state.

Is the EU a peace project?
The second example is the speech of the 
German Federal President Frank Wal-
ter Steinmeier on the “75th anniversary 
of the end of the Second World War”, 
which he gave in Berlin on 8 May. The 
Federal President also mentioned his 
lessons from the war. He took up the 
widespread German formula after the 
end of the war, “Never again war”, but 
shortened it to the two words “Never 
again” and then said: “But for us Ger-
mans in particular this ‘never again’ 
means ‘never again alone’. And this 
sentence is nowhere so true as in Eu-
rope. We must keep Europe together. 
We must think, feel and act as Europe-
ans. If we do not hold Europe togeth-
er, also during and after this pandemic, 
then we will have shown ourselves not 
to be worthy of 8 May. If Europe fails, 
the ‘never again’ also fails”. Shortly af-
terwards he also made it clear what he 
does not want: “Today, we must liberate 
ourselves. Liberate ourselves from the 
temptations of a new brand of national-
ism”. The President has chosen a florid 
language. Most likely, by “Europe” he 
means the EU. What exactly he means 
by “nationalism” remains open. Does he 
also mean those who stick to the idea of 
sovereign, free and democratic Europe-
an nation and constitutional states? Here 
it must be remembered that the suprana-
tional Europe that emerged after 1945, 
from the European Coal and Steel Com-
munity in 1952 to the European Com-
munity EC founded in 1967, from which 
the European Union EU developed in 
1993, while it was associated by some 
with the idea of peace, was essential-
ly a product of the Cold War and dis-
trust of Germany. It was the EU which, 
with its eastward expansion (following 
NATO’s eastward expansion) after 1990 
and then, above all, with its associa-
tion agreements with Eastern European 
states such as Ukraine, helped to pro-
voke the conflict with Russia. The Fed-
eral President is omitting facts which he 
himself was involved in.

Are there lessons after May 1945?
Are there serious lessons from May 1945 
that have actually been learned? The an-
swer cannot be one-dimensional. It is bet-

”75 years after May 1945 – …” 
continued from page 13
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”75 years after May 1945 – …” 
continued from page 14

ter to speak of a scale. In the one pan are 
the countless wars after 1945 – the list is 
very long2, and these wars have cost the 
lives of at least 25 million people world-
wide. In this pan lie the many interna-
tional crises and conflicts, many of them 
still unresolved today, the hegemonic as-
pirations of great powers, an unjust world 
economic and financial order, today’s war 
propaganda, enemy images, prejudices, 
computerised war “games”, mental ne-
glect and everyday violence. 

But there is also the other bowl: the at-
tempts to codify international relations in 
international law, the essential substan-
tive provisions of the UN Charter – above 
all the sentence in the preamble: “We, the 
peoples of the United Nations, determined 
to save succeeding generations from the 
scourge of war …”. In this bowl we find 
the international human rights pacts, the 
attempts to build a culture of peace, equal-
ity and international understanding world-
wide, the many approaches to peace edu-
cation for the young generation. This bowl 
contains the knowledge of human social 
nature.

To which side the scales tilt is decided 
anew every day.

“I know war. This is why I want peace”

Franz Josef Strauss, frequently attacked, 
wrote in his memoirs: “I know war. This 
is why I want peace”3. One should have 
believed him. Just like many other person-
alities from the war generation who took 
on responsibility after the war: in business 
and society, but also in politics. Especially 
in Germany in the West and East. Many 
of those born after the war did not do jus-
tice to their parents. They saw themselves 
as something better, only to take part in 
new wars again after 1990 without suffi-
cient immune defence. This is no less true 
for those people who still find it difficult 
to admit to German injustice in war.

Still many research questions
The scientific research results on the caus-
es, the course and the consequences of 
the Second World War fill entire librar-
ies. Nevertheless many questions are still 
unanswered. It is to be hoped that all ar-
chives will be opened, that all questions 
will be dealt with in a dignified and objec-
tive manner and that research can be de-
politicised to a certain extent. Politics will 
probably decide whether, how and when 
this is possible.

Certainly correct is the decisive conclu-
sion of the survivors after the war: “Never 
again war!” But this is actually true even 
before a war and should have been a guid-
ing principle for all people throughout 
human history. Even today we are still far 
from this. The reasons for this are mani-
fold. The problem of striving for power is 
probably the central problem. This cannot 
be pointed out often enough. But human-
ity can also work on the solution of this 
problem.	 •

1	 In this context, passages such as the following 
from an article by the historian Ulrich Schlie 
published in the German journal Cicero on 8 
May 2020 with the title “Kriegsende am 8. Mai 
1945 – Die Geschichte kennt keine Stunde Null” 
(End of the war on 8 May 1945 – History does 
not know a zero hour) are interesting: “Never 
have tensions in American-Soviet relations 
been greater than in April and May 1945. Mol-
otov had paralysed the San Francisco Confer-
ence, which had been in session since 25 April 
by his inflexible stance, insisting on the demand 
for a Soviet veto and on voting in the Securi-
ty Council. Only when Truman sent the former 

Roosevelt confidant Harry Hopkins to Moscow 
for negotiations from 26 May to 6 June did he 
succeed in overcoming the deadlock in Sovi-
et-US relations. (https://www.cicero.de/kultur/
kriegsende-1945-achter-mai-zweiter-weltkrieg-
nationalsozialismus-geschichte-stunde-null)An 
overview of the (all failed) German attempts to 
come to an agreement with the Western powers 
– directed against the Soviet Union – before the 
end of the war in 1945 can be found in an arti-
cle by Hansjakob Stehle, “Deutsche Friedens-
fühler bei den Westmächten im Februar/März 
1945” (German peace sensors among the West-
ern powers in February/March 1945), in the 
Quarterly Bulletins of Contemporary History, 
issue 3/1982, published by the Munich Institute 
of Contemporary History.

2	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_of_
war#Wars

3	 Strauss, Franz Josef. Die Erinnerungen (The mem-
ories). Siedler Verlag Berlin 1999, p. 42
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75 years after 8/9 May 1945

Reminder for the future
Moving rally of Russian fellow citizens for peace

by Marion and Christian Fischer, Cologne

The 8/9 May 2020 marked the 75th anni-
versary of the end of the Second World 
War in Europe. Although German poli-
ticians and the media did not ignore this 
event, the contribution made to it by the 
Soviet Union, the Russian people and the 
other peoples of this state was hardly ap-
preciated. Unfortunately, it is left to small, 
active groups who do not want to accept 
the unworthy forgetting of history.

In Cologne – despite corona restrictions 
– a rally was held on 9 May at the Heu-
markt, in the centre of the city, in which 
about 60 people took part at defined dis-
tances. It was the only Russian event in 
Germany on this day. In Düsseldorf there 
was a small memorial event in honor of 
Russian forced laborers, which had been 
organized by DFG-VK (German Peace 
Society – United War Service Opponents), 

VVN-BDA (Association of Persecuted 
Persons of the Nazi Regime – Association 
of Anti-Fascists); Russians also took part. 
The organiser in Cologne was the Russian 
group “Reminder for the Future” or “Im-
mortal Regiment”, a civil society move-
ment founded in Russia and dedicated to 
the remembrance and honoring of the fall-

For a dialogue with russia
Speech by Eva Aras, Chairwoman of the Town Twinning Association Cologne-Volgograd, on 9 May 2020 (extract)

Dear citizens, 
dear friends

I welcome you and am pleased to be 
able to speak at the manifestation on 
the 75th anniversary of the Victory over 
National Socialism and Fascism. The 8th 
and 9th of May are dates of crucial im-
portance for Europe, as they marked the 
end of the Second World War, which was 
cruel for all involved. At the same time, 
it also meant “liberation from the system 
of inhuman National Socialist tyranny” - 
as former German President Richard von 
Weizsäcker called it in his 1985 speech.
The Soviet Union was invaded by Ger-
many and 27 million citizens were killed. 
Did you know that this is almost half of 
all the victims in World War II? The So-
viet Union bore the brunt. We Germans 
are infinitely grateful to them for hav-
ing persevered in this war and for hav-
ing liberated us from National Socialism 
together with the other Allies. Unfortu-
nately, however, this gratitude is hardly 
noticeable, especially from our govern-
ment.
–	 So the German side did not respond to 

Russia’s invitation to participate in the 
commemoration of the 75th anniver-
sary of the end of the Second World 
War.

–	 neither Putin was invited to the D-Day 
in Normandy in June 2019 nor to the 
commemoration of the liberation of 
Auschwitz, whereby the liberation 
was an act of Soviet soldiers.

This is a disgrace – as the historian Götz 
Aly calls it – which is passed over word-
lessly. The intention here is not a critical 
examination of Putin, but the apprecia-
tion of an entire people who have made 
a significant contribution to liberation 
from fascism.

But what can we do? In this political 
situation we can, as civil society, at least 
at the lower level, maintain understand-
ing with Russia.

Our association has been doing this 
for 31 years. We support projects, espe-
cially the aid project for former forced 
labourers in Volgograd, which we have 
been promoting for 18 years; we organ-
ise regular trips to Volgograd. And each 
time we are overwhelmed by the wave 
of sympathy we encounter there: in the 
former Stalingrad, which was razed to 
the ground by Germans, everyone is so 
warm, open and hospitable towards us 
that we are almost ashamed of it. De-
spite its hostile attitude towards Rus-
sia, Germany has a high level of recogni-
tion and appreciation among the Russian 
population. We encounter this time and 
again. One loves German culture. So in 
the Hall of Fame in the large monument 
“The Motherland Calls” the “Träumerei” 
(dreamery) by Schumann is played.

The former Lord Mayor of Volgo-
grad, Jurij Starovatykh, who founded 

the city partnership Cologne-Volgograd 
with Norbert Burger 32 years ago, al-
ways uses the term “people’s diploma-
cy”: The big ones do their politics at the 
top, and we at the bottom simply keep 
in touch with each other, meet each 
other and find out how much we have 
in common.

Thus, the town twinning between Co-
logne and Volgograd can be seen as a 
mosaic stone that brings people closer 
and allows them to live together in peace 
and friendship.

But we do not want to stay there.
Thank God, there are always voices 

in our republic that refer to  the Ostpo-
litik of Willy Brandt and Egon Bahr and 
advocate  a dialogue with Russia. For 
some years now, together with other 
groups in Cologne, we have made it 
our task to strengthen such voices. […]

Eva Aras during her speech on 8/9 May. (Picture mf)

continued on page 17
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en ancestors and to peace work. Russians 
living in our country also belong to this 
movement. They organised the rally in Co-
logne and also invited the DFG-VK and the 
Town Twinning Association Cologne-Vol-
gograd to speak. The contribution of the 
chairwoman of this association, Eva Aras, 
is printed in the adjacent box.

The rally was impressive not only be-
cause of her and other speeches, but also 

because of the cultural performances of 
the Russian participants, some of them 
appeared in uniforms for expressing their 
honorable memory. But their behavior was 
anything but warlike: between and after 
the speeches, both the ladies and the peo-
ple in uniform offered singing interludes – 
accompanied by an accordion player – in 
which everyone was immediately infect-
ed by the joie de vivre expressed in them.

Sometimes the reference to the “Rus-
sian soul” appears to be a little forced, but 
here it came alive. One had the impression 

that for the Russian colleagues the various 
speeches were an important obligation, es-
pecially the remembrance of the victims 
and the sufferings of their ancestors and 
the appeals for a peaceful living together.

But their own music was the icing on 
the cake, giving them special joy and by 
creating a human connection directly, 
even if the lyrics of their songs were not 
translated.

Why do our politicians not participate 
in such peace work?	 •
(Translation Current Concerns)

German-Russian town twinning –  
ambassadors of peace 

Letter of the German-Russian Forum to the Russian cities, municipalities and regions of the German-Russian partnership work

ef. In commemoration of the end of the 
war 75 years ago, the German-Russian 
Forum on 8 and 9 May launched numer-
ous commemoration initiatives to remind 
people of the importance of understand-
ing and cooperation for a common future 
in Europe. Chairman Matthias Platzeck 
said in his video message: “Like no other 
nation, we have been given the assign-
ment of seeking ways of understanding 
and reconciliation in order to preserve 
peace – also and especially again in this 
day and age.” German and Russian rep-
resentatives from politics, society and 
science recalled with messages about the 
war that brought unspeakable suffering 
to mankind. The peoples of the Soviet 
Union – Russians, Ukrainians, Belorus-
sians and others – had to pay a particu-
larly high toll of lives. Under the patron-
age of the foreign ministers of Russia and 
Germany, artists from Russia, Germany 
and the USA sent out a joint peace signal 
with a video concert containing works, 
among others, from Bach, Beethoven, 
Tchaikovsky and Mussorgsky in Berlin, 
Moscow and St. Petersburg. Particularly 
in times of political tensions, town twin-
ning is a pillar of German-Russian re-
lations, because active civic involvement 
unites, reconciles and befriends people. 
The call of the German-Russian Forum 
to send a sign of solidarity to the Rus-
sian partner municipalities and their cit-
izens, also in Corona times, was joined 
by more than 100 representatives of Ger-
man cities, municipalities and districts 
as well as representatives of various in-
itiatives and associations. The appeal, 
which reminds us that town twinnings 
are ambassadors for peace, is published 
in full. 

“The Corona pandemic today reminds us 
once again how closely we are all linked 
together in one world. The crisis reminds 
us Germans 30 years after the unity of 

our nation and 75 years after the end of 
the war how much we in Europe are com-
mitted to solidarity. We, representatives 
of German cities, municipalities and dis-
tricts, of initiatives, societies and associ-
ations that are in partnership with you, 
would like to declare our solidarity to you 
during this time of challenges. 

These days our countries are celebrat-
ing the end of the Second World War. The 
date means a lot to all of us. 9 May is 
the day of victory over Hitler’s Germa-
ny in Russia and the successor states of 
the USSR. In Germany, 8 May is the ‘day 
of liberation from National Socialist tyr-
anny’, as German President Richard von 
Weizsäcker has called it on the 40th anni-
versary of the end of the war. With this 
war, Germans have brought untold suf-

fering, especially to the peoples of the 
Soviet Union. Thus, town twinning and 
municipal cooperation are of particular 
importance to us: they are ambassadors 
of peace. These more than 100 official 
partnerships and countless other regional 
links between Russia and Germany stand 
for reconciliation and friendship in Eu-
rope. For us, they are both a gift and an 
obligation: they form the basis for the 
peaceful coexistence of our countries – 
today and in the future.

You, dear Russian friends and part-
ners, are ready to build bridges between 
East and West with us even in challeng-
ing times. We would like to assure you 
how much we are committed to master-

Silent commemoration at the Soviet War Memorial in Berlin. 
(picture German-Russian Forum)

”Reminder for the future” 
continued from page 16
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“I wish everyone good health, every success and a peaceful sky  
above your heads” (Sergej Lavrov)

Sergej Lavrov’s and Heiko Maas’ greetings on the occasion of the video concert  
on the 75th anniversary of the end of the war from Berlin, Moscow and St. Petersburg. 

“For us, just as for many other nations, 
Victory Day and the liberation of Eu-
rope from Nazism is one of the most im-
portant and revered dates. In our coun-
try, not a single family was spared by 
the war, taking the lives of millions of 
our citizens, and leaving in ruin a great 
number of cities and villages. Today, it is 
our sacred duty to safeguard the truth 
about what happened during those 
years, and remember the grim lessons 

of war in order to prevent this tragedy 
from repeating itself”.

Sergej Lavrov, 7 May 2020  
https://www.mid.ru/en

“To be holding a common concert today 
is a sign of remarkable reconciliation 
between our peoples after the Second 
World War. We Germans are still filled 
with deep gratitude and great humili-
ty. […] With your music you overcome 
boundaries and set a signal of cohesion, 

and that feels good. Especially in the 
current crisis, in which we lack human 
closeness so much. All the more I wish 
you a wonderful evening. As a moment 
that makes us all pause, but which above 
all unites us”. 

Heiko Maas, 8 May 2020  
https://germania.diplo.de/re-de/ak-

tuelles/-12339572

(Translation Current Concerns)

ing crises together with you in solidarity, 
both now and in the future. In the fight 
against the corona virus, nations must 
not stand against each other. The virus 
knows no boundaries. Let us walk the 
path side by side – in medical research, 
in humanitarian aid and in business and 
politics. 

With this in mind, we wish you and all 
citizens in the partner municipalities con-
fidence, strength and above all health in 
these times of crisis!”	 •
Source:
Letter of the German-Russian Forum to the Rus-
sian cities, municipalities and regions of the Ger-
man-Russian partnership work from 30 April 
2020; https://www.deutsch-russisches-forum.de/
portal/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Soldarit-tss-
chreiben.pdf

(Translation Current Concerns)

”German-Russian town twinning – …” 
continued from page 17

“Is the big war coming?”
ds. Is the corona pandemic being used to 
prepare the West for war against China 75 
years after the end of the Second World 
War? Recently, there has been a grow-
ing number of voices that see China as a 
major threat to world peace.

The “Neue Zürcher Zeitung” headlined 
on 12 May 2020: “China’s power triggers 
growing fears”. The People’s Republic 
of China, it continued, was using its eco-
nomic power to modernise its military and 
expand its political influence around the 
globe. The USA felt challenged, Europe 
seemed hesitant.

This is followed by two contributions 
from the “Strategy Trends” series of the 
“Center for Security Studies” at ETH Zurich.

In an article entitled “Is the big war com-
ing? Between the USA and China the dan-
ger of an armed conflict is increasing – 
this obliges us to say goodbye to illusions” 
the authors openly discuss the question of 
whether a war between the two great pow-
ers is to be expected. The Asia-Pacific re-

gion is facing a decisive decade. “Already 
today, an American-dominated and a Chi-
nese model of order collide there.” Instead 
of a precarious balancing act for the bene-
fit of the global economy, a confrontation-
al downward spiral driven by both sides has 
taken its place. The Corona crisis has rein-
forced this trend. This is not yet an imme-
diate prelude to a hegemonic elimination 
struggle on a global scale. But the devel-
opments in the Asia-Pacific region would 
shape the character of international relations 
far beyond the region in the coming years. 
Europe would also be affected by this. 

The second article, “Beijing deliberate-
ly ensnares Europe”, warns once again that 
China consistently uses crises to expand its 
global influence. It warns that the EU lacks 
a unified response to China’s strategy and 
calls on Ursula von der Leyen to translate 
her wish for the EU Commission to be a 
“geopolitical commission” into action.

Isn’t this how wars have always been 
prepared?	 •

A plea for history as a subject in its own right
by Dr phil René Roca, grammar school teacher for history in Basel and head of the Research Institute for Direct Democracy

Curriculum 21 has now been intro-
duced in the entire Volksschule (i.e. 
at all primary and lower secondary 
schools) in German-speaking Swit-
zerland, with the exception of the can-
ton of Aargau. At the secondary school 
level (Sek I) it also includes collective 
subjects. In most cantons there is now, 
among other things, the collective sub-
ject “Räume, Zeiten, Gesellschaften” 
(RZG; shorthand for “Spaces, Times, 
Societies”) instead of history and ge-
ography. Swiss history educationalists 
are rightly laughed at for this by foreign 
colleagues. The subject of history is dis-
appearing, even though it lays the cen-
tral foundation for our direct-democrat-
ic political system in elementary schools 
and has an important integrative func-

tion, especially for pupils with a migra-
tion background. 

The value of the traditional, historical-
ly grown canon of subjects, including his-
tory as a subject taught in its own right, 
cannot be emphasised enough. It is the 
fruit of our history of science. The result 
is a structure of knowledge that is imme-
diately apparent in schools, but also in li-
braries and universities. Knowledge is not 
a hodgepodge that can simply be “reas-
sembled” under any term you want. Inter-
disciplinary work is only possible when 
structured basic knowledge is available. 
Especially at secondary school level, but 
also at primary schools, it is necessary to 
continuously impart historical knowledge.

Current curricula for the subject RZG 
in various cantons show that “history” 

is only recognisable in the classroom in 
individual fragments, the weighting of 
which – apart from a few binding con-
tents – is not fixed but is left to the dis-
cretion of the individual teachers. Thus, 
if the term “history” is abandoned, the 
specificity of historical thinking is aban-
doned. If a primarily thematic and thus 
mostly arbitrary approach to history is 
sought, this comes at the expense of an 
awareness of chronology and orientation 
in time. Historical awareness and histori-
cal thinking fall by the wayside. The ul-
timate sufferers are the students. There is 
still time to stop this nonsense by means 
of cantonal initiatives (see Canton of Ba-
selland) and to reinstate history as an in-
dependent subject in lower secondary 
schools.	 •
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Money and mentality
by Peter Küpfer

A tiny little organism has thrown things 
out of kilter worldwide. Our daily routines 
were disrupted – what was normal in our 
countries just two months ago has today 
become unthinkable. The crisis gave cause 
for many people to reflect in a positive 
sense. The reduced scale of our daily lives 
has given occurrence to acts of kindness: 
spontaneous contacts and neighbourhood 
voluntarism. This is hopeful. Especially in 
times when the major media commemorate 
the days when the Second World War came 
to an end. 

Today most of the world population suffer 
from hunger while another part is mainly 
confronted with the problem of reducing 
overweight. Today’s situation hardly cor-
responds to the situation at the end of the 
last global war 75 years ago, which led to 
the Declaration of Human Rights: people 
should forego wars in order to settle their 
conflicts and solve them peacefully. They 
should meet each other in a spirit of broth-
erhood. 

That people can and should meet in 
this post-war spirit has always been an 
issue or hope of literature. For it reflects 
not only the world as it is. It also reflects 
the world as it could be and as we hu-
mans dream of. The writers of all times 
have had a sense for what impairs devel-
oped humanity: It is envy, ill-will and 
striving for power. Even Molière’s char-
acter comedies describe these impres-
sively. These destructive forces endanger 
our world from within. 

Wealth – not a reliable value
Viennese writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal 
created a play based on his revised edi-
tion of the medieval story of the rich 
man’s death, which deals exactly with 
the topics of money domination and 
meaning of life. For many years, his “Je-
dermann” (“Everyman”) has been per-
formed annually on the Salzburg Cathe-
dral Square as one of the oldest open-air 
plays, attracting thousands of specta-
tors every year – with the exception of 
this summer, for well-known reasons. 
It was written shortly before the out-
break of the First World War, at a time 
when the European powers were fight-
ing for supremacy through the “means” 
of war, resulting in millions of casual-
ties. Today, historians insist that one of 
the main reasons was the race for strate-
gic and economic advantage. Even then, 
the great powers’ struggle for oil re-
serves in the Middle East played an im-
portant role. Hofmannsthal, by using the 
example of “the rich man” in his disturb-
ing play, shows how unreliable an exist-

ence is which is based on having more 
and wanting more than others. Heaven 
decided that his career should end “in 
the best years”. Death is sent to him and 
takes him out in the middle of a feast 
with his friends and his “paramour”, 
today one would probably say “cohabit-
ant”. Everyman asks for a 24-hour res-
pite and starts looking for someone to 
accompany him on this difficult journey. 
But everybody, his best friend, his rela-
tives, even his paramour, made excuses 
and did not want to accompany him. In 
the end only one friend remains, a par-
ticularly unreliable one: Mammon. The 
servants have to bring Everyman Mam-
mon’s heavy box from the cellar. The 
cover pops open, and out of it rises, 
huge, a veritable ghost: the embodied 
money. “You belong to me,” desperate 
Everyman tells him, “you must accom-
pany me and make my journey easier.” 
Mammon refuses and mocks the desper-
ate man with cold scorn: You are a fool 
and a coxcomb, he answers him. If you 
thought I, your money, was your servant, 
you have miscalculated wickedly. It was 
the other way round. You were my serv-
ant and I pulled the strings (of money 
multiplication):

Mammon*

“Oh! Fool of fools? Why look you, 
Everyman:
I stay behind on earth, and where 
are you?

The strength I placed in you, the 
giant power,
What have you made it? – a spec-
tacle,
A glittering show, a fashioned 
pompousness,
A lustful, cursed fury!  He was but
A bladder blown by me, and that he 
soared
And still can soar, is due alone to 
me.
This is what gave him courage to 
exist.
(Lifts a handful of money from 
chest, and lets it fall back again.)
Back whence it came it falls: there 
also ends
Your happiness! Soon too your 
senses five
Shall wither, till you know me not 
again.
I was but lent you for this early day,
And go not on your journey. I?  De-
part?
Nay, I remain!  You shall go forth, 
alone,
In want and fell despair. 
[…].” 

In its linguistic simplicity and impres-
siveness, deliberately sought by Hof-
mannsthal, the text points to a very im-
portant aspect of the monetary economy 
(Hofmannsthal, as a son of a banker, is 
very familiar with it): just like the soil, 

continued on page 20

Poster of this year’s Salzburg festival for performance of  
“Everyman”. (picture ma)



No 10/11   26 May 2020	 Current Concerns 	 Page 20

money, if used sensibly, is a borrowed 
value. Only in this way can its power de-
velop in a blessed way, in the service of 
all, as a loan and privilege which should 
be harnessed. For the benefit of all. There 
is only one true companion whom Every-
one finds in his desperation. It is the figure 
of his “works”, allegorically represented 
as a weak woman: All the good and use-
ful things he did, despite his life as a rich 
man. It is little, but together with his redis-
covered faith it is enough so that his soul 
is saved in the end. Just like that of an-
other protagonist, Goethe’s Faust, but this 
time entirely in a worldly garment. 

Faust – a person  
who lives his live by taking action

After Faust left his parlour scholarly ex-
istence and went out into the world to re-
alise “what holds the world together at its 
core” – he dedicated himself to the devil, 
according to the old Faust saga – and he 
also gained money and reputation. After 
many adventures, at first in his immedi-
ate surroundings, in which he becomes 
guilty partly through the actions of his di-
abolical companion (Mephistopheles), he 
arrives at the medieval court of the Ger-
man Emperor. Here, in the second part 
of the Faust poem, gold, money, ruth-
less (exercise of) power and the resulting 
guilt influence the events on a much larg-
er scale than in the first part, the Gretch-
en tragedy. Faust’s adversary Mephisto 
is a modern, elegant and cosmopolitan 
new version of the devil. At the emper-
or’s court, where Mephisto leads the en-
terprising Faust to show him “the big 
world”, misery prevails: the imperial cof-
fers are empty, nothing more is possible. 
The paralysis of life is just as threatening 
as in the global economic crisis that af-
flicts us today. In this situation Mephisto 
“invents” paper money to revive the par-
alysed economy and replenish the state 
coffers. However, the coverage of this 
money is based on a weak foundation (is 
today’s foundation stronger?): Mephisto 
whispers into the emperor’s ear, that ac-
cording to the old law, all the wealth that 
is found underground belongs to the em-
peror, all the treasure chests that a caring 
private owner buried in the face of hard-
ship and war and which have then fall-
en into oblivion belong to him. It makes 
sense to the emperor, the paper money 
is printed in no time at all, in the Faust 
drama by magic, in our modern world the 
central banks act similarly. How the em-
peror is to come into real possession of 
these supposed riches (and how far they 
really exist!) remains Mephisto’s secret. 
Faust’s artificial injection of money gives 
him a powerful position at court. With 

his entrepreneurial spirit, Faust achieves 
great things. As in the first part of the 
tragedy, however, he is guilty and caus-
es, unintentionally but de facto, the death 
of two uninvolved people. In spite of this, 
Faust finally finds mercy before the eter-
nal chair of justice, and Mephisto loses 
his wager. Faust’s lifelong effort to be 
effective and active for the good of the 
whole weighs more heavily than his con-
comitant guilt: “Whoever strives, we can 
redeem”, sing the heavenly figures, who 
stand protectively before Faust and carry 
him off into the Elysium.

Faust is, if you look at the whole thing, 
the epitome of a person who lives his live 
by taking action. On his life’s journey, he 
realised that it is neither magic, nor met-
aphysics, neither power nor the personal 
pursuit of profit that gives the life of the 
individual its true meaning, but rather by 
contribution to the whole. For Goethe, the 
great model was not a construct, but na-
ture. It can change into real, human cul-
ture if the striving is also real and natural, 
if it is human.

Individuals measure themselves  
by the same standard …

A few generations later, which were 
marked by industrialisation and the expan-
sion of the economy, the Swiss poet Got-
tfried Keller, a great admirer of Goethe, 
thought similarly. He too saw the source of 
a fulfilled life in contributing to the whole, 
the bonum commune. He was imbued with 
the idea that political participation is part 
of a fulfilled contribution. He found an 
ideal form in the still young Swiss de-
mocracy. As a writer, but also as the long-
standing First State Writer of the Canton 
of Zurich, he repeatedly admonished the 
spirit that was to inspire this building and 
put his finger on what was threatening it. 
It is self-interest, maverickism, envy and 
greed, all traits that drive the people in 
Keller’s works. Keller shaped what is at 
the core of democracy, and what threatens 
it, in many stories and in his old-age novel 
“Martin Salander”, often, as be fitting his 
temperament, with a good dose of humour 
that does not detract from the seriousness 
of the matter.

All this is shown in the novella “The 
Banner of the Upright Seven”, which is 
still highly readable today. It tells the story, 
told with humorous detachment but human 
respect, of the participation of a tried and 
tested group of deserving radical demo-
crats from Zurich at the 1849 Schützenfest 
(national marksmen’s festival) in Aarau. 
Marksmen’s festivals back then were more 
than just large-scale festivities. The Swiss 
shooting tradition rests on the fact that 
Switzerland’s centuries-long defensive tra-
dition was essentially based on the fact that 
every Swiss citizen also saw himself as a 
defender of his country in times of need. 

When necessity demanded it, he stood up 
for his civil liberty with his personal weap-
on. This is what tradition wanted, and this 
is what the new Federal Constitution of 
1848 wanted in principle, which stipulated 
that every Swiss citizen was also liable for 
military service based on his civil rights. 
This was also the case in 1939, when the 
Swiss Federal Council decided on general 
mobilisation.

With reference to one of the main pro-
tagonists, master tailor Hediger, this de-
fendability of the Swiss citizen is clear-
ly expressed in a much-quoted passage. 
In the description of the study chamber 
of the modest craftsman, reference is also 
made to the “bare ordinance rifle” along 
with live ammunition, which stands next 
to the books:

“Until now, a friendly star had 
protected him from bloodshed due 
to lack of opportunity; yet he had 
seized the gun more than once and 
had hurried to the square, since it 
was still the time of the coups, and 
the gun had to remain unmoved be-
tween bed and cupboard; ‘because’, 
he used to say, ‘no government and 
no battalions can protect justice and 
freedom where the citizen is unable 
to come to the door and see what is 
there himself!”

The seven-member round of old Repub-
licans, the “Seven Upright Ones”, want-
ed to participate as an autonomous del-
egation at the Schützenfest in Aarau of 
1849. The year is significant. 1849, which 
is one year after the revolutionary year of 
1848, when Germany and other Europe-
an cities experienced turbulent times. It 
is also the year of the foundation of the 
Swiss federal republic with its expand-
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The study by the St. Gallen econ-
omist explores Goethe’s view of 
money and its deceptive appear-
ance. (ISBN 13:9780226051857)
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ed democratic constitution. This was 
in Switzerland only one year after the 
Country once again waged a civil war, 
which hopefully was the last one in its 
history, the so-called Sonderbund war. 
Once again, old irreconcilable opposites 
pitted against each other, opposites that 
for centuries had helped to shape the his-
tory of the Confederation and its inter-
nal conflicts: The countryside villages 
with their predominantly conservative 
and catholic thinking people on the one 
hand, and the mighty cities, the majori-
ty of which were protestants, who want-
ed a secular republican state, on the other 
hand. Thanks to the foresight and matu-
rity of the General of the Federal troops, 
General Dufour, the inferior Sonderbund 
(the Alliance of Catholic Cantons) was 
treated with the greatest possible care – 
good conditions for the foundation of the 
federal state one year later. This state did 
not see itself as a victorious state, but as 
the guardian of the Swiss multilingual 
and multicultural nation of will, as de-
scribed by the constitutionalists.

A love story is interwoven in the main 
plot of the novella. Karl, Hediger’s son, 
had fallen in love with Hermine Frymann 
(and fortunately she also with him), the 
beautiful and self-confident daughter of 
the successful master carpenter, owner of 
a large joinery, the chairman of the “Seven 
Upright Ones”. In Hediger’s opinion the 
social differences between the two fami-
lies are too big. He’s afraid, that with a 
marriage between materially so differ-
ently positioned families, his freedom in 
dealing with his old friend would suffer. 
It is never good, he argues with his wife, 
when a man makes a fortune simply by 
marrying and not by his own aptitude. The 
calm, but fundamental reasoning between 
the two spouses gets lost into a gloomy, 
but based on the essential, vision of the 
future of the Swiss Confederation, if the 
principle of work ethic is exchanged for 
that of profiteering. Back then, Hediger’s 
vision may have seemed an exaggeration 
to the readers. Seen through today’s eyes 
Hediger’s prophetic view and thus Keller’s 
sense of the vulnerabilities of democracy 
are to be admired. His wife disagrees vig-
orously with her husband’s point of view:

“Larifari!” his wife interrupted 
him picking up the tablecloth and 
shaking it out of the window; “ has 
Frymann, who holds the treasure 
of which we argue [Author’s note: 
meant is his beautiful daughter] 
become unequal to the rest of you? 
Aren’t you not of one mind and al-
ways putting your heads togeth-
er?”

“That’s something different!” cried 
the man, “something quite differ-
ent! He didn’t obtain his property by 
fraud, or by winning the lottery, but 
by putting together Thaler for Thal-
er acquired through his labour for 
forty years. Fortunately, here there 
are no monstrously rich people, 
prosperity is quite well distributed; 
but see which mischief millionaires, 
who also possess the political greed 
for power, will bring about!” 

And then the humble master tailor utters 
truly prophetic words: 

“There will come a time when in 
our land, and also elsewhere, great 
masses of money will amass, without 
having been worked for and saved in 
a honest way; then we must bare our 
teeth to the devil; then it will become 
apparent if the thread and the col-
our hold up on our flag! In short! I 
don’t see why one of my sons should 
his hand out for foreign good, with-
out having worked a single stroke.” 

The novel ends in a conciliatory sound. 
Hediger’s son Karl stands in for the 

“Seven Uprights Ones”, none of whom no 
one dare to do a well-worded introducto-
ry speech in front of the solemn assembly. 
He accompanies them to the Schützenfest 
and supports them in a buoyant, trusting 
and supporting speech. He also wins lots 
of honours for them presenting himself 
as a master shooter. For this he receives 
highest recognition, and he gets his Her-
mine, and the two families join hands for 
mutual benefit.

… as do the states.
Keller’s late work novel “Martin Saland-
er” makes Hediger’s vision the main 
theme by critically examining the reali-
ties of Switzerland, which now have be-
come economically more saturated. His 
years as the first state clerk of the Can-
ton of Zurich have sharpened the ma-
tured writer’s eye for the weaknesses of 
Swiss modern society and the state of 
the political convictions of its citizens. 
Keller identifies serious shortcomings. 
In his complete work, they are opposed 
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by a multitude of other, truly democrat-
ic virtues.

These are the core values of human eth-
ics, which are recognised as fundamental 
in all major cultures worldwide. They are 
not aggressiveness, but compassion, not 
hatred, but empathy, not arrogance, but 
modesty, not indifference, but sympathy. 
Based on this attitude, joy and satisfaction 
emerge in one’s own contribution to the 

common whole, the bonum commune. The 
basis for this is a good school, which also 
provides political education in this spir-
it and the development of the community 
from the bottom up.

For this reason, and not because of 
their unfortunately numerous wars, hu-
mankind has survived and developed to 
this day. This is the basis of natural law 
and the ethical code that animate the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights. This 
constitutes the soul of the poems of all 
great world-famous poets, who we are 

reading with great benefit today. They 
point out what the individual aims for and 
what communities, including states, want 
to achieve by peaceful means. It is the at-
titude of everyone’s respect for each in-
dividual contribution to the whole. If this 
crisis calls us to reflect what is essential, 
it has its good points. 	 •

*	 The play of Everyman by A. M. Robertson, San 
Francisco, 1917; page 72 – 73; https://archive.org/
details/playeverymanbas00ordygoog/page/n70/
mode/2up
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Corona crisis in a globalised economy
I would like to add some thoughts to the 
statements of the two National Council-
lors Ms Estermann and Ms Badran and 
also to the article by Ms Duprat in Cur-
rent Concerns No 9 from 5 May 2020.

It is becoming apparent now in the cri-
sis that the globalised economic disorder 
with its ideology of growth and sharehold-
er value turns out to be a system that does 
not serve the human family. The neoliberal 
model of deregulated financial, goods and 
service markets, accompanied by the so-
called free movement of persons, originates 
from the ideology of unlimited growth and 
neglects resource conservation as well as cli-
mate and environmental protection. The al-
ways “more”, accompanied by cost savings 
due to relocation of production facilities to 
low-wage and lowest-wage countries and 
thus dependent supply chains, prevents the 
development of less developed economies. 
As well, if certain countries are kept “down” 
as cheap raw material suppliers. The situa-
tion is similar when it comes to the employ-
ment of labour such as harvest hands or car-
egivers, which are currently running out. 
It makes more sense to qualify and deploy 
people without work in their own country for 
these activities instead of taking them away 
from other countries.

A solution would be a new social mar-
ket economy concept in which the fulfil-

ment of demand at fair prices and reasona-
ble profits has priority and the markets are 
contained to economic areas with similar 
living conditions. In other words, what is 
consumed in an economic sphere is most-
ly produced by residentiary workers. Wage 
dumping with workers from Eastern Eu-
rope or beyond would be stopped. In-
stead of “land grabbing” by large corpo-
rations and free trade, regulation, for the 
purpose of promoting in particular small 
farms, which offer their products on re-
gional markets, would be the better solu-
tion. This applies not only to continents 
such as Africa.

The climate and the environment would 
be better protected by the absence of 
long transport routes, less private (trav-
el) and business mobility, accompanied 
by the creation of sustainable, useful and 
resource-efficient goods and services in-
stead of “more and more”. We are now ex-
periencing how nature has recovered tre-
mendously only within a few weeks due 
to the global lockdown. A system based on 
an appropriate distribution within devel-
oped economies instead of the growth ide-
ology would be a resource-efficient, envi-
ronmentally-, climate-friendly and socially 
acceptable alternative vision for the future. 
At the same time, the gap between rich and 
poor needs to be narrowed by geographi-

cal boundaries between developed and less 
developed countries. In recent decades, the 
globalised world economy, oriented to-
wards profitable growth, has led to an un-
precedented level of capital accumulation 
such as at companies like Amazon, Google, 
Zalando or facebook – to name just a few. 
On the other hand, over 800 million people 
worldwide are starving. This corresponds 
to 11% of the world population.

Established politicians such as the Ger-
man Development Minister Müller (CSU) 
are now expressing similar statements: “The 
further, faster, more capitalism of the last 
30 years needs to stop.” For him, the corona 
crisis is a wake-up call to humankind to deal 
with nature and the environment differently 
(source: n-tv from 3 May 2020). 

The dissolution of the world and the 
selfishness of some not only harm the cli-
mate and the environment, but have accel-
erated inequalities not only between the 
regions of the world, but also within de-
veloped economies. Global mobility and 
open markets are now spreading viruses 
around the globe in no time at all and put-
ting a STOP in front of us, in the sense of: 
No longer like this!

Werner Voß, Wiehl (Germany)

(Translation Current Concerns)
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Ride in peace!
Velosolex – a phoenix from the ashes

by Heini Hofmann

With today’s bicycle and e-bike boom, 
people forget that the road to self-pro-
pelled bicycles was long. The invention of 
the cultic Velosolex, which is still popu-
lar today, proved to be a great moment 
in the misery of wartime. This Cinderella 
story is still regarded as an exemplar of 
far-sighted corporate strategy.

As early as 1895 the French inventor René 
Gillet had the idea of mounting a motor on 
the front wheel of a bicycle. While two-
stroke engines and friction roller drives 
were still suspect to German technicians, 
the spark ignited in France. In 1901 the 
Ixion, a bicycle with two-stroke front-
wheel drive, was created here. Soon Ger-
man two-wheelers were also equipped 
with it (Sigurd) or built under licence in 
the Komet factories. The Ixion was fol-
lowed a good decade later, also in France, 
by the Cyclotracteur with a four-stroke 
auxiliary engine, which was also used 
abroad. But the big breakthrough was still 
to come.

Need is the mother of invention
But the real breakthrough for the self-pro-
pelled bicycle came – not by chance – dur-
ing the Second World War: two young Pa-
risian entrepreneurs, Maurice Goudard 
and Marcel Mennesson, built radial radi-
ators in their company to cool buses and 
trucks, and later produced carburettors 
under the name Solex. 

This Solex brand name is later trans-
ferred to their bicycle factory, another pil-
lar of their company. Since as from 1940 
onwards, the prototype of a self-propelled 
bicycle with a 2-stroke engine, flanged 
over the front wheel on an ordinary Al-
cyon men’s bicycle frame, and equipped 
with 700 mm wheels (French patent 1941, 
US patent 1942) was created. 

Despite the war situation, the company 
acted with foresight and a long-term per-
spective: the first 700 prototypes were dis-
tributed to the factory workers from 1942 
onwards to test and improve them. This 
serious approach pays off! For example, it 
turns out that the standard bicycle frames 
are not strong enough for the installation 
of an auxiliary engine in continuous op-
eration, for what reason it is replaced by 
a more stable, “open” and also women-
friendly gooseneck frame (Col de Cygne).

1946 first Velosolex series
The Solexstory is an exemplar of skilful 
corporate tactics: in the difficult post-war 
period – in the sense of a popular, reason-
ably priced means of transport – the en-

gine capacity is limited to 45 cc, an output 
of 0.4 hp at 2,000 rpm and a consump-
tion of only one litre of fuel per 100 km 
with a total weight of 25 kg and a speed 
of 28 km/h. This opens up the Solex to the 
French cyclomoteurs class, which at that 
time did not require registration or a driv-
ing licence.

In 1946 the factory in Paris-Courbev-
oie launched the first series Velosolex 650 
(2-stroke idler piston engine and power 
transmission to the front wheel by means 
of carbon friction rollers) as an addition-
al mainstay, with a daily production of 15 
units. The global triumphant progress has 
begun. But despite success where idealism 
is at work, there is constant experimenta-
tion and improvement. 

Thus, in 1947 a long list of newly mod-
ified series begins, whereby the proven 
basic principle always remains the same, 
as much as does the cultic black paint: “Le 
noir c’est triste, c’est ça qui est drôle”. 
With each new series, the daily production 
increases rapidly. The Velosolex becomes 
the French savoir vivre in bicycle design 

– analogous to Citroën’s 2CV (coined Tin 
Snail or the duck) in car design! 

Export, licence and imitation
Also from 1947, and at the request of the 
Solex company, British Petroleum (BP), 
to refuel the Solex with the premix prod-
uct Solexin (94% petrol plus 6% energol 
oil) in yellow-green 2-litre metal cans was 
made easier. 

Licensees and imitators are finding 
what is successful. Licensed operations 
outside France are springing up mush-
room-like in the Netherlands, the UK, 
Poland, Denmark, Italy, Latvia, Germa-
ny, and Switzerland (see box). Assem-
bly lines are being set up in Cyprus, Fin-
land, Greece, and Ireland. And from 1974 
onwards there are special export mod-
els even for Canada, the USA and Brazil, 
among others. 

But competition appears also. In 1958, 
in the north of France the VéloVap is de-
veloped with more power, a sky blue frame 

continued on page 24

The legion of Solex-posters covers the whole range from “travail” to “plaisir”.  
(picture Marc Wernli)
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and white wall tyres, which was more re-
fined than “the little black Solex horse”. In 
the same year, also in the north of France, 
the Flandria Galet follows, which looks 
similar to the Solex with black frame col-
our, but is also designed as a coloured lux-
ury version for the Benelux countries.

The end of the Solex fairytale
But the good old self-propelled Velosolex 
knows how to hold its own, continues to 
optimise itself and remains full of ideas: 
smaller wheels for greater driving safety, 
improved performance and an increase in 
speed to 30 km/h, special versions such as 
light three-wheeled delivery van models and 
with the F4, a mini-bike for children with 
a noise-generating plastic motor dummy. In 
1965, even the standard colour was given 
competition. The Solex 3800 series not only 
came in black, but also in white or red. 

But every fairy tale has an end – even 
that of the cheapest motorisation of the 
post-war period. More than forty years 
after the first series in Courbevoie (1946), 
the original Velosolex production in 
France ends in Saint-Quentin in Novem-
ber 1988. The last one hundred copies are 
sold to enthusiasts as the Nostalgia model. 
It is not exactly known how many of these 
icons were built in total; there are said to 

be well over six million (worldwide even 
over eight). 

Only the E-Solex was a flop
After the sale of the Solex company, the 
cult vehicle is still being built, but loses its 
nimbus because it is no longer the original. 
The Black’n Roll version made in China 
became famous. And then something 
strange happens. In 2005, the Groupe Cible 
in Paris announces the market launch of an 
electrically powered e-Solex (lithium-ion 
battery, 30 km/h, 35 kg), but with a wheel 
hub motor at the back and only a dummy 
motor at the front … The target audience is 
young, urban and female. 

But despite the smart red elements in the 
basic colour black, this e-Solex remains a 
flop - which is surprising in view of the cur-
rent e-bike boom. This is probably because 
the innovation was too futuristic and thus 
not compatible with the nostalgic feelings 
of the dyed-in-the-wool original Solex-
es. Even technical inventions must arouse 
emotions if they are to be successful.

The Brigitte Bardot Effect
But all in all, the Velosolex, like phoe-
nix from the ashes of wartime, wrote a 
technical fairy tale as if from the Arabian 
Nights. What the old aunt Junkers Ju-52 
is among the airplanes or the jeep among 
the off-road vehicles, the Solex is among 
the bicycles: an icon, with French charm. 

Popular with everyone, driven by work-
ers and students, priests and professors, 
farmers and film idols like Brigitte Bar-
dot, who triggered a real boom, but also 
Charles Aznavour, Jacques Tati or Steve 
McQueen. (The writer of this epistle has 
also been driving a solex for over fifty 
years, and was never let down by it!)

Velosolex stands for a form of locomo-
tion in which speed is not the measure of 
all things. This is documented by such fa-
mous slogans as “Ride in peace”, “La bi-
cyclette qui roule toute seule”, “Freedom 
and Postwar Mobility”, “Pour le travail et 
le plaisir”, “For handsome guys and smart 
bees”, “Passe partout, même dans la boue 
(dirt)”. Its strengths are: a simple and ro-
bust construction, hardly susceptible to 
breakdowns, roadworthy due to moderate 
speed, lightness and low price. 

In addition, the Solex is versatile: it 
made history at the post office in France 
and Switzerland as a postman’s bicycle, 
but also as a midwife’s bicycle, as the ten-
nis champion prize in Roland-Garros and 
even in the military during the Vietnam 
War. In this country, it was affectionate-
ly called a nose-warmer bike (because of 
the engine positioned at the front) and, be-
cause some monasteries used it as a ser-
vice vehicle, “Christian persecutor” or 
“Maria Hilf” engine. Which brings us to 
the conclusion of the title: Ride in peace!	•
(Translation Current Concerns)

”Ride in peace” 
continued from page 23

Solex special case Switzerland
hh. The federal road traffic legisla-
tion was less favourable to the cult ve-
hicle than that of its country of origin, 
France, where 14-year-olds were al-
ready allowed to drive a Solex without 
a licence. A 1947 decision of the Feder-
al Council placed the bicycle with auxil-
iary engine in the category of motor ve-
hicles, although the Solex is much closer 
to a bicycle than a motorcycle. This had 
negative consequences for the less well-
off population, but also for tourism, 
cross-border workers and hospitality in 
general, as Solex riders from France and 
Italy were not allowed to cross the Swiss 
border.

The Geneva-based company His-
pano Suiza, which assembled around 
15,000 Velosolexes between 1948 and 
1957 using components from Switzer-
land, was also affected. In view of the 
International Road Conference to be 
held in Geneva in 1949, there was re-
sistance in the media and from experts 
with facts (e.g. that the number of ac-
cidents involving motor-assisted bicy-

cles was lower than with normal bi-
cycles). The result was a new Federal 
Council decision in 1950, which was 

somewhat more generous but still 
more restrictive than on the other side 
of the border.

The company Hispano Suiza produced Swiss Velosolex in Geneva from 1948 to 1957. 
(picture Public Domain)


