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China steps up, a new era  
has dawned in world politics

by M.K. Bhadrakumar*

The agreement an-
nounced on Friday in 
Beijing regarding the 
normalisation of dip-
lomatic relations be-
tween Saudi Arabia 
and Iran and the re-
opening of their em-
bassies is a histor-
ic event. It goes way 
beyond an issue of 

Saudi-Iranian relations. China’s media-
tion signifies that we are witnessing a pro-
found shift of the tectonic plates in the ge-
opolitics of the 21st century. 

The joint statement issued on Friday in 
Beijing1 begins by saying that the Sau-
di-Iranian agreement was reached “in re-
sponse to the noble initiative of President 
Xi Jinping.” The dramatic beginning goes 
on to state that Saudi Arabia and Iran have 
expressed their “appreciation and grati-
tude” to Xi Jinping and the Chinese gov-
ernment “for hosting and sponsoring the 
talks, and the efforts it placed towards its 
success.” 

The joint communique also mentioned 
Iraq and Oman for fostering the Saudi-Ira-
nian dialogue during 2021–2022. But the 
salience is that the United States, which 
has been traditionally the dominant power 
in West Asian politics for close to eight 
decades, is nowhere in the picture.

Reconciliation in the  
Persian Gulf region without the US

Yet, this is about the reconciliation be-
tween the two biggest regional powers 
in the Persian Gulf region. The US re-
trenchment denotes a colossal breakdown 
of American diplomacy. It will remain a 
black mark in President Biden’s foreign 
policy legacy. 

But Biden must take the blame for it. 
Such a cataclysmic failure is largely to be 
traced to his fervour to impose his neocon-
servative dogmas as an adjunct of Amer-
ica’s military might and Biden’s own 
frequent insistence that the fate of human-
kind hinges on the outcome of a cosmic 
struggle between democracy and autoc-
racy. 

China has shown that Biden’s hyper-
bole is delusional and it grates against re-
alities. If Biden’s moralistic, ill-consid-
ered rhetoric alienated Saudi Arabia, his 
attempts to suppress Iran met with stub-
born resistance from Tehran. And, in the 
final analysis, Biden literally drove both 
Riyadh and Tehran to search for coun-
tervailing forces that would help them 
to push back his oppressive, overbearing  
attitude.

The US’ humiliating exclusion from 
the centre stage of West Asian politics 
constitutes a “Suez moment” for the su-
perpower, comparable to the crisis experi-
enced by the UK in 1956, which obliged 
the British to sense that their imperial pro-
ject had reached a dead end and the old 
way of doing things – whipping weaker 
nations into line as ostensible obligations 

of global leadership – was no longer going 
to work and would only lead to disastrous 
reckoning. 

The stunning part here is the sheer 
brain power and intellectual resources 
and “soft power” that China has brought 
into play to outwit the US. The US has at 
least 30 military bases in West Asia – five 
in Saudi Arabia alone – but it has lost the 
mantle of leadership. Come to think of it, 
Saudi Arabia, Iran and China made their 
landmark announcement on the very same 
day Xi Jinping got elected for a third term 
as president. 

China as a factor in the global balance
What we are seeing is a new China under 
the leadership of Xi Jinping trotting over 
the high knoll. Yet, it is adopting a self-
effacing posture claiming no laurels for 
itself. There is no sign of the “Middle 
Kingdom syndrome”, which the US prop-
agandists had warned against. 

On the contrary, for the world audi-
ence – especially countries like India or 
Vietnam, Turkey, Brazil or South Africa 
– China has presented a salutary example 
of how a democratised multipolar world 

* M. K. Bhadrakumar worked as a career diplo-
mat in the Indian Foreign Service for around 
three decades. Among other things, he was am-
bassador to the former Soviet Union, Pakistan, 
Iran and Afghanistan as well as South Korea, 
Sri Lanka, Germany and Turkey. His texts deal 
primarily with Indian foreign policy and events 
in the Middle East, Eurasia, Central Asia, South 
Asia and Pacific Asia. His blog is Indianpunch-
line.com.
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Wang Yi (centre), China’s top foreign policy official, Ali Shamkhani (right), Ira-
nian Supreme National Security Council secretary, and Musaad bin Mohammed Al-

Aiban, Saudi Arabian Minister of State. (picture Chinese state media/Xinhua)
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continued from page 1

can work in future – how it is possible to 
anchor big power diplomacy on consen-
sual, conciliatory politics, trade and inter-
dependence and advance a ‘win-win’ out-
come.  

Implicit in this is another huge mes-
sage: China as a factor of global balance 
and stability. It is not only Asia-Pacif-
ic and West Asia who are watching. The 
audience also includes Africa and Latin 
America – in fact, the entire non-Western 
world that forms the big majority of world 
community who are known as the Glob-
al South. 

What the pandemic and the Ukraine 
crisis have brought to the surface is the la-
tent geopolitical reality accruing through 
decades that the Global South rejects the 
policies of neo-mercantilism pursued by 
the West in the garb of ‘liberal internation-
alism.’ 

The West is pursuing a hierarchical in-
ternational order. None other than the EU 
foreign policy chief Josep Borrell blurted 
this out in an unguarded moment recent-
ly with a touch of racist overtone when he 
said from a public platform that “Europe Is 
a garden. The rest of the world Is a jungle, 
and the jungle could Invade the garden”.

Tomorrow, China could as well be chal-
lenging the US hegemony over the West-
ern Hemisphere. The recent paper by the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry titled “US He-
gemony and Its Perils”2 tells us that Be-
ijing will no longer be on the defensive. 

Meanwhile, a realignment of forces 
on the world stage is taking place with 
China and Russia on one side and the US 
on the other. Doesn’t it convey a big mes-
sage that on the very eve of the historic 
announcement in Beijing on Friday, the 
Saudi Arabian foreign minister Prince 
Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud landed sud-
denly in Moscow on a “working visit” 
and went into a huddle with Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov who was visibly  
delighted?3 

Of course, we will never know what 
role Moscow would have played behind 
the scenes in coordination with Beijing to 
build bridges between Riyadh and Teh-
ran. All we know is that Russia and China 
actively coordinate their foreign policy 
moves. Interestingly, on March 6, Presi-
dent Putin had a telephone conversation 
with Iran’s President Ebrahim Raisi.4

Audacity of hope 
To be sure, the geopolitics of West Asia 
will never be the same again. Realistical-
ly, the first sparrow of spring has appeared 
but the ice was melted for only three or 
four rods from the shore. Nonetheless, the 

sun’s rays give hope, signalling warmer 
days to come. 

Conceivably, Riyadh won’t have any 
truck further with the diabolical plots 
hatched in Washington and Tel Aviv to 
create an anti-Iran alliance in West Asia. 
Nor is it in the realms of possibility that 
Saudi Arabia will be party to any US-Is-
raeli attacks on Iran. 

This badly isolates Israel in the region 
and renders the US toothless. In substan-
tive terms, it scatters the Biden adminis-
tration’s feverish efforts lately to cajole 
Riyadh to join Abraham Accords. 

However, significantly, a commen-
tary in “Global Times”5 noted somewhat 
audaciously that the Saudi-Iranian deal 
“set a positive example for other region-
al hotspot issues, such as the easing and 
settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict. And in the future, China could play 
an important role in building a bridge for 
countries to solve long-standing thorny is-
sues in the Middle East just as what it did 
this time.” 

Indeed, the joint communique issued in 
Beijing says, “The three countries [Saudi 
Arabia, Iran and China] expressed their 
keenness to exert all efforts towards en-
hancing regional and international peace 
and security.” Can China pull a rabbit out 
of the hat? Time will tell.

For the present, though, the Saudi-Ira-
nian rapprochement will certainly have 
positive fallouts on the efforts toward a 
negotiated settlement in Yemen and Syria 
as well as on the political situation in Leb-
anon.

Western sanctions against  
Iran have become ineffective

The joint communique emphasises that 
Saudi Arabia and Iran intend to revive 
the 1998 General Agreement for Coop-
eration in the Fields of Economy, Trade, 
Investment, Technology, Science, Cul-
ture, Sports, and Youth. All in all, the 
Biden administration’s maximum pres-
sure strategy toward Iran has crashed 
and the West’s sanctions against Iran 
are being rendered ineffectual. The US’ 
policy options on Iran have shrunk. Iran 
gains strategic depth to negotiate with 
the US.  

The cutting edge of the US sanctions 
lies in the restrictions on Iran’s oil trade 
and access to western banks. It is entire-
ly conceivable that a backlash is about to 
begin as Russia, Iran and Saudi Arabia 
– three top oil/gas producing countries 
start accelerating their search for payment 
mechanisms bypassing the American dol-
lar. 

China is already discussing such an ar-
rangement with Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

China-Russia trade and economic trans-
actions try to shun American dollar for 
payments. It is well understood that any 
significant erosion in the status of the dol-
lar as “world currency” will not only spell 
doom for the American economy but will 
cripple the US’ capacity to wage “forev-
er wars” abroad and impose its global he-
gemony. 

The bottom line is that the reconcilia-
tion between Saudi Arabia and Iran is also 
a precursor to their induction as BRICS 
members in a near future. To be sure, 
there is a Russian-Chinese understanding 
already on this score. The BRICS mem-
bership for Saudi Arabia and Iran will 
radically reset the power dynamic in the 
international system. •
1 https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/

zxxx_662805/202303/t20230311_11039241.
html

2 https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/
wjbxw/202302/t20230220_11027664.html

3 https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/
news/1857387/; https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_
policy/news/1857490/; https://www.mid.ru/en/
foreign_policy/news/1857450/

4 http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/70639
5 https://www.globaltimes.cn/

page/202303/1287105.shtml

Source: www.indianpunchline.com of 11 March 
2023
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China’s Great Leap in the Middle East
by Patrick Lawrence* 

His tor y’s  wheel 
turned on Friday, 10 
March, when Irani-
an and Saudi Ara-
bian officials agreed 
in Beijing to re-es-
tablish their bi-
lateral diplomatic 
relations, which Ri-
yadh severed seven 
years ago. Reflect-

ing on this momentous development over 
the weekend, I’ll put it up there with the 
American defeat in Vietnam, April 1975, 
for its magnitude. The world we have 
been living in since this 10 March is not 
the same as the world we lived before.

Three strokes of a pen
With the stroke of a pen – three pens, ac-
tually – China, the Islamic Republic, and 
the Saudi kingdom have altered the fun-
damental dynamic of global politics. The 
two Middle Eastern powers have tran-
scended the historic and often vicious di-
vide between Sunni and Shi’a Islam. And 
in escorting the two sides to the mahogany 
table, the People’s Republic has made an 
entrance worthy of a Chinese opera onto 
the stage of world powers.

Non-Western solutions to non-Western 
problems: I have been banging on about 
this theme for years. What happened at the 
Foreign Ministry in Beijing that 10 March 
is what this looks like in practice. Parity 
between the West and non-West has been 
another of my preoccupations for many 
years. What Beijing just sponsored and 
got done, putting two millennia of diplo-
matic craft to work, is an exquisite exam-
ple of what can be accomplished once this 
imperative is fully realised. 

I had better make an essential point 
clear straight away. This new Saudi-Irani-
an entente is not China’s way, or the Saudi 
kingdom’s or Iran’s, of pushing a custard 
pie in Washington’s face. Let’s stay clear 
of this error of interpretation even as it 
surfaces in various Western news reports.

Yes, the US has been the Middle East’s 
power broker, weapons supplier, war-
maker, and diplomatic master of cere-
monies since Washington cut its original 

oil-for-security deal with the long-reign-
ing King Abdulaziz al-Saud in 1931. Yes, 
the Americans are suddenly wandering in 
the Middle Eastern deserts, flatfooted and 
dazed and with their pants down around 
their knees. Indian Punchline, the internet 
journal published by M. K. Bhadrakumar, 
a career diplomat in the Indian foreign 
service, described this absence the other 
day as “a colossal breakdown of Ameri-
can diplomacy.”1 Yes again. But showing 
up Washington was not the point in Bei-
jing, Riyadh, or Tehran. It is more in the 
way of collateral damage. 

Construction of a new world order
The point is the construction of a new 
world order driven in large measure by the 
savagery, destruction, and deprivations of 
the “rules-based order” Washington and 
its Western allies have enforced since the 
1945 victories. The intent shared by all 
three signatories to this accord is not re-
venge or spite, or ridicule. It is remedy. It 
reflects a shared judgment that the disor-
der of the rules-based order has got out of 
hand and must be superseded with mount-
ing urgency. 

With what velocity our planet spins, I 
have to marvel. New and enhanced South–
South partnerships and alliances, increas-
ingly dense economic relations among 
non–Western nations, the expansion of 
multilateral organisations such as the 
BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation, the SCO, the measurable rise 
in anti-imperialist sentiment everywhere 
other than in the West, and now China’s 
design for a new world order: Things I 
used to think would occur decades hence, 
if in my lifetime, unroll before our eyes.

This is the context in which we ought 
to view the new Saudi–Iranian accord. The 
language of the Joint Trilateral Statement2 
the Foreign Ministry made public on 10 
March makes this very clear. 

There are the formalities. Embas-
sies in Tehran and Riyadh are to be reo-
pened “within a period not exceeding two 
months.” The Iranian and Saudi foreign 
ministers, respectively Hossein Amir–
Abdollahian and Prince Faisal bin Farhan, 
“shall meet to implement this, arrange for 
the return of their ambassadors, and dis-
cuss means of enhancing bilateral rela-
tions.” A 1998 agreement covering trade 
and investment, science, culture, sports, 
and youth is to be implemented. Almost 
certainly more to the point, so is a Securi-
ty Cooperation Agreement signed in 2001. 

Common fate
Then there are the larger ideas written 
into the Joint Statement. The three signa-
tories commit to “adhering to the princi-
ples and objectives of the Charters of the 
United Nations and the Organisation of Is-
lamic Cooperation, and international con-
ventions and norms.” The statement also 
notes a “shared desire to resolve the disa-
greements between them through dialogue 
and diplomacy and in light of their broth-
erly ties” and the two sides’ “affirmation of 
the respect for the sovereignty of states and 
the non-interference in internal affairs of 
states.” Faisal bin Farhan, the Saudi FM, 
put it this way in a Twitter note after the 
accord was announced: “The countries of 
the region share one fate.” 

What are these nations doing if not pro-
fessing a common, non–Western identity, 
one based on the principles of a new world 
order as these step-by-step take shape and 
solidify?

Malign wishful thinking and ignorance 
I do not know why I read here and there 
in the Western press that this agreement 
is wobbly and may not hold, that it may 
never come to reopened embassies, and 
that the sentiments just quoted are some-

continued on page 4* Patrick Lawrence is a writer, commentator, a long-
time newspaper and magazine correspondent abroad 
for many years, chiefly for the “International Herald 
Tribune”. He is a columnist, essayist, author and lec-
turer and writes often on Europe and Asia. Patrick 
Lawrence has published five books; his most recent 
book is Time No Longer: Americans After the Ameri-
can Century. His new book The Journalists and Their 
Shadows will be published shortly by Clarity Press. 
His Twitter account @thefloutist has been permanent-
ly censored without explanation. His web site is pat-
ricklawrence.us. Support his work via his Patreon site. 

Patrick Lawrence  
(picture ma)

“What Beijing just sponsored and got done, putting two 
millennia of diplomatic craft to work, is an exquisite ex-
ample of what can be accomplished once this imperative is 
fully realised.”

“The point is the construction of a new world order driven 
in large measure by the savagery, destruction, and depriva-
tions of the ‘rules-based order’ Washington and its Western 
allies have enforced since the 1945 victories.”
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how “gauzy,” as a “New York Times” cor-
respondent put it in a report from Riyadh 
last weekend. It may not, in the way lots 
of things we expect may not come to be. 
But casting such doubts as these on the 
basis of who-can-tell-what betrays malign 
wishful thinking and an ignorance of re-
cent history. It is a gauzy take. 

The Saudis and Iranians have been back-
channeling on the diplomatic side for years, 
notwithstanding all the appalling epithets 
and denunciations and the vicious animos-
ity the war in Yemen has engendered. The 
Biden regime has failed to revive ties with 
Tehran and has flubbed relations with Ri-
yadh, notably during Joey Biden’s unbe-
lievably inept encounter with Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman last year. 

On the Chinese side, the mainland is 
now the second-largest market behind 
the U.S. for Saudi petroleum products, 
and Riyadh wants into the SCO. Two 
years ago this month, Javad Zarif, Teh-
ran’s much-missed FM during the reform-
ist years under Hassan Rouhani, made 
his own trip to Beijing, his to complete a 
long-negotiated, many-sided economic ac-
cord worth $ 400 billion over the next 23 
years. I see nothing gauzy in these waxing 
relationships. That Times correspondent in 
Riyadh simply didn’t do her homework.

Challenge and hope
In quick succession last month, the Chi-
nese Foreign Ministry published three 
documents3 that announced in perfectly 
plain terms Beijing’s intention to assume 
a leading role in geopolitics and multilat-
eral diplomacy. The second of these, “The 

Global Security Initiative Concept Paper,” 
began with this:

“This is an era rife with challenges. 
It is also one brimming with hope. We 
are convinced that the historical trends 
of peace, development and win-win co-
operation are unstoppable. Upholding 
world peace and security and promot-
ing global development and prosperi-
ty should be the common pursuit of all 
countries.”

In hindsight, I am all but certain these am-
bitious, unshy papers were the project of 
Wang Yi, China’s top foreign affairs man 
and the master of ceremonies oversee-
ing talks between the two leading Per-
sian Gulf powers. I am also certain Wang 
acted as choreographer to coordinate re-
lease of these three policy statements just 
before that diplomatic breakthrough on 
10 March. I confess nonetheless that I am 
surprised at the speed with which Wang 
got this done. “Wow” is our word.

I hear the sound of one hand clapping4 
as the Biden regime pretends to applaud 
this new entente. And as could easily be 
anticipated, Washington officials and think 
tank inhabitants have it that Beijing’s dip-

lomatic triumph is something just north of 
a shrug. This is what they do when they 
cannot bear looking at what the 21st centu-
ry has in store. They flinch. They haven’t, 
after all, got any non-interference or re-
spect for sovereignty to sell in the Middle 
East. Only their opposites, and the mar-
ket for these just took a precipitous drop.

I am reluctant to guess what the Mid-
dle East will look like as China assumes a 
role that is very likely to trump America’s 
in one case after another. But if I had to, 
I would say the U.S. will continue press-
ing policies that continue to fail and China 
will continue doing what it has just done. 
Rife with challenges, brimming with hope 
is the best I can suggest just now. •
1 see article of M. K. Bhadrakumar in this edition 

(ed. note)
2 https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/

zxxx_662805/202303/t20230311_11039241.html 
of 10 March 2023

3 https://thescrum.substack.com/p/china-stands-
up-again of 7 March 2023

4 By the phrase “the sound of a single hand clap-
ping” is meant the Biden administration’s “ap-
plause” of the new connection is illogical and men-
dacious. (ed. note)

Source: Original to scheerpost.com of 14 March 
2023. Thank you for the friendly permission of the 
author.
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The de-dollarization of the world is making progress
by Emir Sader

The agreement between the central banks 
of Russia and Iran is another step in the 
process of de-dollarization of the world 
economy. Under the agreement, 52 Ira-
nian banks will be linked to 106 Russian 
banks. The use of the Ruble and Rial ac-
counts for more than 60 percent of trade 
between the two countries, avoiding West-
ern sanctions and solving trade problems 
between the two countries.

The central banks of the two countries 
are working to introduce a common trade 
currency to replace the US dollar. This 
would be a digital currency backed by gold. 
With these measures, Russia has become 
the largest investor in Iran, accounting for 
45 percent of total foreign investment. Rus-
sia invests in energy projects, railroads, au-
tomobile manufacturing and agriculture. 

All this is part of the agreement reached 
by Russian President Vladimir Putin and 
Chinese President Xi Jinping in Samarkand 
in September 2022, aimed at strengthening 
of the multipolar world. Putin’s talks with 
Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi in Samar-
kand were based on a deep rooting joint 
strategy between the two countries. 

Russia and Iran’s plans are embedded 
in the framework of the “Eastern Axis” 
which privileges the regional states of 
Russia, China, India, and Central Asia. 

The global dimension of this trend 
is associated with the formation and 
strengthening of the BRICS. In 2023, they 
will deepen the development of their mu-
tual financial payment systems and their 
own reserve currency. There are at least 13 
confirmed candidates to join BRICS, in-

cluding Argentina, Iran, Saudi Arabia and 
Indonesia.

Brazil’s proposal to create a common 
South American currency is along the same 
lines. This currency, called Sur, is intend-
ed for trade between the countries of the 
region, starting with Argentine and Brazil.

A South American central bank is to be 
established, based on Brazilian reserves.

All of this strengthens the international 
process of de-dollarization of internation-
al trade and weakens US economic domi-
nance on the world stage. The struggle to 
create a multi-polar world parallels the de-
dollarization process of world trade. •
Source: https://www.pagina12.com.ar/525406-la-
desdolarizacion-avanza-en-el-mundo of 20 Feb-
ruary 2023
(Translation Current Concerns)

“This is an era rife with challenges. It is also one brimming 
with hope. We are convinced that the historical trends of 
peace, development and win-win cooperation are unstop-
pable. Upholding world peace and security and promoting 
global development and prosperity should be the common 
pursuit of all countries.”
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From the Russian perspective

The Russia sanctions are  
also a great opportunity for Russia

by Dmitri Trenin*

Despite the enor-
mous significance 
of events on the 
fronts in Ukraine 
and in relations be-
tween Russia and 
the collective West, 
the most important 
changes of the last 
twelve months have 
taken place and 
are taking place in 
Russia itself. These 

changes are enormous: they herald a new 
form – a new mode of society – of the Rus-
sian Federation.

Tens of thousands of Western sanctions 
have dealt an immeasurable blow to Rus-
sia’s former model as a “gas station coun-
try”, to quote the late US Senator McCain’s 
famous contemptuous definition.However, 
the Russian economy is not only resilient, 
it will become even more resilient. Moreo-
ver, the sanctions have set the economy on 
a path that was previously hindered by the 
persistent interests of Russian elites with 
their Western-oriented thinking. The forced 
termination of the offshore policy through 
the seizure of Russian private property in 
the West has destroyed the remnants of the 
oligarchy – now also in an economic sense. 
The freezing of the Russian Central Bank’s 
foreign exchange reserves and their threat-
ened confiscation have enormously pro-
moted de-dollarisation. The need to replace 
the failed imports from the West has stim-
ulated industrial production in the country. 
Plans have already been drawn up for a re-
vival of civil aircraft manufacturing and a 
significant increase in the size of the satel-
lite constellation, and the ambitious task of 
restoring the country’s technological sover-
eignty has been added to the list of duties.

On the political level, the elite has 
withdrawn. A small part of it has decided 
to emigrate to the West, where it is closer 
to its previously transferred wealth. Those 
who remain, whether sincere or not, are 
crowding around the incumbent authori-
ties. Many are waiting and hoping (in vain 
from our point of view) that the authori-
ties will be forced to make peace with the 
West and that everything will go back to 

the way it was before (which will not be 
the case). At the same time, the patriot-
ic wing within the elite, whose interests 
are firmly linked to Russia, has become 
stronger and more active.

For some this is a call of one’s soul, for 
others a cold calculation, but that is not so 
important: the conditions of political life 
in Russia have changed decisively, and the 
orientation towards the interior of Russia 
is now clearly stronger than the previous 
orientation towards totally different goals. 
The political parties are still searching for 
their place in the system, but they are al-
ready working on a cross-party patriotic 
level, still hampered by ideological quar-
rels and the political ambitions of their 
leaders, but the state is putting the empha-
sis on social policy.

It was not the sanctions,  
but the partial mobilisation  

that shook up the population
Russian society has suffered the same 
shock as the economy, but less from the 
sanctions than from the mobilisation 
that the previous three generations did 
not know. Society has suffered an unex-
pected and severe blow, but has not col-
lapsed. Yes, hundreds of thousands of 
people, mainly from the liberal part of 
society, went abroad – at least for the du-
ration of the war. Those who stayed were 
rather shaken up by the war. The special 
mission of professional military person-
nel was over and the state needed a na-
tionwide effort for victory. 300,000 fight-
ers were called up, and not all of them 
will return home. Alongside these mili-
tary combatants, however, a group of citi-
zens is also emerging – patriots of action, 
not protest. These include various forms 
of volunteering, activists raising funds 
for soldiers and their families, war cor-
respondents on the battlefield and musi-
cians on the front lines. People in war sit-
uations not only demand professionalism 
and a sense of responsibility from their 
authorities, they also try to improve the 
situation with their own means.

Cultural life is also affected
The Russian cultural milieu has suffered 
its own losses. A number of stars of differ-
ent celebrities have left the country. The 
selection of films and other mass cultur-
al products from the USA has shrunk as 
a result of the boycott of Russia by West-
ern distributors.

Some US social media websites have 
been banned in Russia because they allow 

violent propaganda against Russians. 
Against this background, a change has 
taken place in our country, which devel-
ops from a culture of entertainment and 
pleasure to a culture of values and ser-
vice. Meanwhile Western culture in Rus-
sia – both historical-classical and contem-
porary – is not persecuted, unlike Russian 
culture that is being repressed in the West 
and threatened with a total ban for the first 
time in history. This situation not only 
causes outrage in Russian society. In this 
society the “Russian spirit”, which had 
long been out of fashion is being reawak-
ened and strengthened.

A renewed Russian  
identity is being reconsidered

The final break between official Rus-
sia and modern Western liberalism has 
raised the question among authorities and 
the elites of the necessity of a Russian so-
cial ideal.

The pragmatism the country’s govern-
ing and ruling class had followed for a 
long time proved to be flawed. Patriotism, 
which had long been offered as a substitute 
for ideology, proved to be insufficient. The 
conservatism promoted in recent times only 
emphasizes protection against change and 
offers no vision for the future. There is still 
no adequate answer to this problem, but se-
rious efforts to reassess the national history 
without exclusions and distortions, to work 
out a series of essential values without fall-
ing into archaicism, and to reconnect teach-
ing and education with each other again, 
point to a movement that has not been seen 
in this field for a long time.

The war has improved many things, 
not least in the military sphere

 The war has brought the country’s armed 
forces, the entire national security system 
and the military-industrial complex to a 
particularly hard and brutal test. As is usual 
in this field, the conditions in wartime dif-
fer significantly from those in peacetime. 
The distance between parades and the re-
ports on them, to reports on real military 
actions and the real behaviour of the geo-
political opponent is always considerable. 
However, there is nothing more valuable 
than real military experience. The price 
for this experience is always very high, 
but the result of the enormous effort is an 
army, a secret service and a military-indus-
trial complex of much higher quality than 
before the war. The Russian army of today 
is not yet the Red Army in the final phase 

continued on page 6

Dmitri Trenin  
(picture Svetlana 

TB wikimedia.org)

* Dmitry Trenin is a research professor at the 
“Higher School of Economics” in Moscow and 
a senior research fellow at the Institute of World 
Economics and International Relations. He is 
also a member of the Russian Council for In-
ternational Affairs. He wrote this article for the 
Russian news agency regnum.ru.
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of the Great Patriotic War, but it is not any 
more the same as it was a few years ago.

For Russia the outcome  
of the war is existential

The changes in Russian foreign policy can 
be compared to an earthquake. Relations 
with the West have changed from a state 
of political discussions to a state of active 
military confrontation. For the first time in 
history Russia finds itself – so far indirect-
ly – at war with a coalition that includes 
all the Western countries without excep-
tion. For the USA and Europe, the con-
frontation with Russia is of fundamental 
importance, but for Russia it is literally ex-
istential. Not only Russia’s fate, its borders 
and its position in the world will be decid-
ed now, but also the question of its contin-
ued existence. At the same time, the war, 
which is the greatest threat to our country, 
has opened up new possibilities for it.

The long-declared, but due to the cen-
turies of Western centrism, not adequately 
implemented turning to the East receives 
a new, strong impulse. It is not only pos-
sible, but also indispensable, to turn the 
tide now. While Russia’s army is turned 
towards the West, business and diplomacy 
are increasingly focused on Asia, the Mid-
dle East, Africa and Latin America – the 
so-called “Global Majority”, which will 
be the most important foreign-policy and 
foreign-economic of Russian policy for 
the foreseeable future.

From problem to opportunity
The break with the West and the direct 
confrontation with it have not only creat-
ed a number of serious problems, but have 
also opened up many unique opportuni-
ties for us. The only thing to do is to seize 
them by formulating realistic goals and 
developing a strategy to achieve them.

Russia’s economic system has become 
enormously stress-resistant over the last 
three decades. The national economy is 
very resilient, flexible and resourceful. 
It is able to survive in almost any envi-
ronment, but it is also very capable of de-
velopment. The country is ready for rapid 
economic growth, provided that monetary 
policy is correct. Russia has enormous re-
sources, but we need to move from trading 
these resources to processing them domes-
tically and exporting finished products. 
While we are expanding production, we 
should at the same time strengthen domes-
tic demand for domestic products. And 
this requires a change in the established 
logistics chains. Replacing some foreign 
suppliers with suppliers from others, even 
from friendly countries, does not contrib-
ute to development.

The state should move to an industrial 
policy and work with the companies in-

stead of trying to create a state plan. We 
need to give industry cheap, long-term 
money – say at 3% for 15 years – for 
development through project financing, 
without burdening the core business, 
without mortgages, etc., with the only 
collateral being the shares of the project 
company. This will not lead to addition-
al inflation: The money will be given to 
industry for specific long-term projects, 
not for cheap consumer credit that has 
become so inflated that it has become 
a social problem. The state has already 
made infrastructure development a pri-
ority, but the mechanism of public-pri-
vate partnerships and concessions can 
play an important role in speeding up 
the process.

Science and technology  
also need to be promoted

The state also has a key role to play in the 
development of applied science and tech-
nology. This development should be sup-
ported through cooperation with friendly 
countries such as India and a number of 
other non-Western countries. At the same 
time, there is a need to actively engage in 
technical education and train highly qual-
ified personnel for Russian industry in 
order to address the acute shortage of per-
sonnel.

In foreign economic relations, the loss 
of stagnant markets in Europe is not crit-
ical if new growth markets are developed 
and new logistics are created. Existing 
transport corridors to China are being ex-
panded, but the most important priority 
now is the development of the north-south 
transport corridor across the Caspian Sea 
to Iran and on to the Indian Ocean region. 
India, one of the world’s leading econo-
mies, and the regions of the Middle East, 
East Africa and Southeast Asia – one and 
a half billion people! – are a huge field of 
activity for Russian companies.

The money must be  
invested more domestically

In the political sphere, the reorientation 
of the elites towards more in-country ob-
jectives has long been a stated goal. This 
goal has never been achieved. The war in 
Ukraine forced the elites to make a choice: 
with Russia or with their capital exported 
abroad. However, foreign property and as-
sets are already threatened with confisca-
tion, and foreign citizenships acquired in 
the past are revoked. Those elites who re-
main in Russia will be forced to invest in 
their own country and build their estates 
at home instead of buying mansions and 
castles in unfriendly countries. Some of 
this will probably continue to flow to the 
Arab Emirates, but the scale of this out-
flow will not be comparable to the outflow 
of funds to the West in the past.

The reorientation to  
the domestic market is overdue

Today, after the externally enforced re-
orientation of the elites towards nation-
al goals, the next step must be taken: the 
voluntary formation of a willingly nation-
al-oriented elite. Many elites previously 
active in the mediation business, emerg-
ing during the period of opening up to the 
West and therefore closely linked to the 
West, are beginning to rise above those 
elites that grew up before the confronta-
tion with the West and remained there. 
These groups will not only keep their 
money in Russia and invest it there, but 
also educate their children in their own 
country and prepare their future here. 
This group of the Russian national bour-
geoisie will be highly state-oriented, i.e., it 
will assume its responsibilities and duties 
towards the country. This may lead to the 
country’s leading and ruling elite becom-
ing citizens once again – some (the expir-

continued on page 7

The Skolkovo Innovation Centre is a Russian research and industrial area under 
construction, modelled on the US Silicon Valley, where cutting-edge technologies are 

to be developed. It is being developed in the Moscow suburb of Skolkovo, about  
17 km west of Moscow city centre.  

(picture https://www.flickr.com/photos/sk_en/7165823663/)
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Federal Council sticks to ban on re-export of Swiss 
weapons – against domestic and foreign forces

by Dr iur. Marianne Wüthrich

On 10 March 2023, the Federal Coun-
cil published a media release entitled 
“Ukraine: Federal Council reaffirms its 
position on the re-export of war materi-
al by third countries”. In it, it backs the 
recent decisions of Parliament against 
weakening the ban on re-exports, justify-
ing this with the words: “In doing so, it 
relies, on the one hand, on the War Ma-
terial Act and, on the other hand, on the 
values represented by Switzerland, its 
neutrality, its tradition of humanitarian 
aid, its commitment to international hu-
manitarian law and the Geneva Conven-
tions, as well as its international practice 
in the field of peace mediation.” 

In addition, the Federal Council reiterates 
its rejection of the requests by Germany, 
Denmark and Spain for the transfer of war 
material purchased from Switzerland to 
Ukraine. In doing so, it refers to Article 
22a of the War Material Act, according to 
which “applications for the export of war 
material [are] not approved if the coun-
try of destination is involved in an inter-
nal or international armed conflict. This is 
the case with Ukraine and Russia.” Swit-
zerland also applies the law of neutrality 

vis-à-vis Ukraine and Russia, the Federal 
Council continues: according to this, “in 
accordance with Article 7 in conjunction 
with Article 9 of the Fifth Hague Conven-
tion of 1907”, Switzerland “must observe 
the principle of equal treatment in arms 
exports”.

A clear and generally understandable 
statement.

President of the Swiss Confederation 
Alain Berset (SP) explains  

in the NZZ am Sonntag  
the position of the Federal Council

Since the interview with President Ber-
set on 12 March1, the indignant reactions 
of certain Swiss politicians – and foreign 
politicians who want to tell Switzerland 
what to do! – as well as the mainstream 
media from Zurich to New York do not 
end any more. The term “war frenzy” is 
used as a distraction from the other is-
sues. In fact, Berset explains the Feder-
al Council’s position of 10 March in the 
interview, of course with his own per-
sonal touch. The Swiss Federal Coun-
cil is a concordance government, which 
means that its members have to represent 
the jointly taken majority decisions to the 

outside world. This is what President Ber-
set does and adds: this is the position of 
the Federal Council and also his personal 
stance, and this stance is also supported 
by parliament.

What the SP politician is particularly 
resented for in many quarters is his con-
viction that the Ukraine crisis cannot be 
solved with weapons: “There will have to 
be negotiations with Russia one day. The 
sooner, the better.” Two days later, Ber-
set received support from the world-fa-
mous former SP National Councillor Jean 
Ziegler: With his statements, Berset “ab-
solutely credibly embodies a tradition-
al pacifist, anti-militarist basic attitude, 
which is still strong in the socialist move-
ment today”. For historical reasons, the SP 
in French-speaking Switzerland was much 
more strongly characterised by “a social-
ist-libertarian pacifism” than in German-
speaking Switzerland, said Ziegler2. This 
is probably why there was much less crit-
icism from French-speaking Switzerland.

What some party  
leaders are really angry about

From the flood of media products whose 
authors copied each other’s distortions of 
Berset’s statements, we merely pick up the 
Swiss Tagesschau of 13 March 2023. Con-
trary to the legal obligation to present the 
facts in a factual manner (“Federal Law 
on Radio and Television”, Art. 4 Para. 2), 
the editorial staff eagerly stirred things 
up against Federal President Berset. First, 
FDP President Thierry Burkart – who had 
recently outed himself as a transatlanti-
cist in an interview and announced that 
he would love to bring Switzerland closer 
to NATO and the EU – added fuel to the 
fire against neutrality itself and the Fed-
eral President in particular. By “war fren-
zy”, he did not mean Russia, but the West-
ern states “in their efforts for Ukraine”. 
That is “anything but neutral”. Moreover, 
it damages Switzerland’s reputation. – The 
latter is certainly true for the NATO cen-
tres, but not for the “rest of the world”. – 
Gerhard Pfister, President of the Centre, 
followed suit, as did Roger Nordmann, 
President of the SP parliamentary group. 

In all the hubbub, one should not for-
get what the above-mentioned party lead-
ers are really angry about: Burkart, Pfis-
ter and Nordmann fell flat on their faces 
at the beginning of March in the Council 

ing version) involuntarily, others (the new 
version) out of conviction.

Power and society will  
move closer together again

Even more important for strengthening 
the state will be the formation of a new 
group of citizens in Russia. The war and 
especially mobilisation have destroyed 
the old unwritten social contract of mutu-
al non-interference of the upper and lower 
classes in each other’s affairs. Power and 
society have now come closer together and 
their further cooperation will depend on 
how open and accountable the authorities 
become and how active and constructive 
the dynamics of society will be. If this 
process develops positively, a new politi-
cal system could eventually emerge in the 
country, based not on the constant strug-
gle of competing ideologies or overambi-
tious politicians, but on the balancing of 
different interests and the cooperation of 
free individuals for the well-being of soci-
ety and the state.

The social development  
will be more Russian again

The first form of post-Soviet Russia 
proved to be very un-Russian from a his-
torical perspective: the personal clear-
ly dominated the common. As a result, 
many were without support, a signifi-
cant proportion were able to take advan-
tage of various freedoms to meet their 
own needs, but a few even managed to be-
come very wealthy and virtually (practi-
cally) free of obligations to the country. 
By the early 2020s, however, the potential 
of this «first model» of the Russian Fed-
eration was practically exhausted. It was 
hard to imagine what could have led Rus-
sia out of this impasse. The war, originally 
intended as a special operation, now pro-
vided the answer. The answer to the ques-
tion of what the new, second model of the 
Russian Federation will be, the outcome 
of this war will show. •
First published and translated from the Russian 
on Globalbridge.ch: https://globalbridge.ch/die-
russland-sanktionen-sind-fuer-russland-auch-
eine-grosse-chance/ of 12 February 2023
(Translation from the German Current Concerns) continued on page 8

”The Russia sanctions are …” 
continued from page 6
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of States and the National Council respec-
tively with their proposals for the de facto 
lifting of the arm’s re-export ban for deliv-
eries to Ukraine: Both Councils voted to 
uphold neutrality and the ban in the War 
Material Act. Only SVP President Marco 
Chiesa spoke positively about the deci-
sions of Parliament and the Federal Coun-
cil in the SRF programme in question. On 
the other hand, the Green Party, the SP 
members of the Council of States and the 
majority of the FDP members of the Na-
tional Council, who had voted no, were 
simply left out. 

Double standards: breach of the  
principle of collegiality and further 

breaches by DDPS head Viola Amherd
The press is more lenient towards Viola 
Amherd (Centre Party), head of the De-
partment of Defence, Civil Protection 
and Sport (DDPS). Before the Swiss Of-
ficers’ Association (SOG) in Brugg- Win-
disch on 11 March 2023, she openly dis-
tanced herself from the Federal Council 
as a whole, thus breaking the principle 
of collegiality: “In the context of the war 
in Ukraine, Switzerland’s position on the 
re-export of war material from countries 
that procured from us is not helpful. […] 
None of my counterparts understands that 
we are preventing other countries from 
supplying Ukraine with urgently needed 
weapons and ammunition.”3

Instead of explaining the position of 
neutral Switzerland to her colleagues in 
NATO, Amherd demands that Switzer-
land should use “its room for manoeuvre 
in terms of neutrality policy”. She recent-
ly demonstrated what she means by this. 
In response to an official request from the 
German government for the sale of Leop-
ard 2 tanks – with which Germany intends 
to replenish its reserves after supplying its 
own tanks to Ukraine – Amherd replied 

on 4 March that she (Queen Amherd?) 
“would be prepared to hand over some 
tanks to Germany. However, they would 
have to be formally ‘decommissioned’ 
by parliament.” In this way, Amherd not 
only bypassed the decision of the Feder-
al Council of 10 March, but also tried to 
anticipate the necessary parliamentary de-
cision. To hold out the prospect of some-
thing for the German neighbours that she 
is not even competent for – this stirs up a 
negative mood towards Switzerland! But 
there is hardly anything about this in the 
media.

Interference from abroad  
in Swiss affairs must be rejected

Just two examples of vociferous but igno-
rant accusations from abroad.
– The German FDP politician Marie-

Agnes Strack-Zimmermann – an arms 
lobbyist – was rolled out the red car-
pet in the “Neue Zürcher Zeitung” 
on 17 March for her warmongering 
and accusations against Switzerland. 
Among other things, she claims that 
because Switzerland does not sup-
ply ammunition for the Gepard tanks, 
the export of grain from Odessa is at 
risk – a multipack of lies that have al-
ready been refuted umpteen times. 
Since Switzerland is “unreliable”, “in 
a few months [...] the Gepard ammu-
nition will be produced in Germa-
ny”. (Strack-Zimmermann obviously 
knows the plans of the German arms 
industry). Her Russia-baiting culmi-
nates in the words: “At the latest with 
the Russian attack it should have be-
come clear that we are also exposed 
to Russia’s aggression. Russian tanks 
say ‘to Berlin’ […]”4. A Swiss man re-
minded Germany’s neighbours in the 
Weltwoche of 14 March: “Actually, 
because of its past, no country has a 
greater responsibility than Germany 
to help European states live together 

peacefully. Since 1945, generations of 
German politicians have acted in this 
sense and ensured that Germany rec-
onciles with other nations.”5 

– The “New York Times” sent a pamphlet 
about Switzerland around the globe on 
12 March 20236, which was not only no-
table for its lack of factual knowledge, 
but also confirmed the desire that had 
been nurtured for decades in US finan-
cial circles to bring the independent and 
capable small state under the thumb of 
the USA, and above all to weaken its fi-
nancial centre, which cannot be killed, 
wherever possible. That’s all you need to 
have with you to be able to put this thing 
in geopolitical terms.

Conclusion: Despite the fiercest head-
winds from within and without, a grati-
fyingly large number of Swiss people are 
sticking to our unique peace model. Let’s 
stick to it! •
1 Kučera, Andrea; Cassidy, Alan. “Ich spüre 

heute in gewissen Kreisen einen Kriegsrausch” 
(I sense a war frenzy in certain circles today); 
interview with Federal Councillor Alain Berset; 
in: NZZ am Sonntag of 12 March 2023

2 Städler, Iwan; Loser, Philipp; Häfliger, Markus; 
Gafner, Beni. “Kritik am Bundespräsidenten. Alain 
Berset und der Rausch des Krieges” (Criticism of 
the President of the Swiss Confederation. Alain 
Berset and the frenzy of war); in: Tages-Anzeiger 
of 14 March 2023.

3 https://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/home.detail.nsb.
html/93639.html

4 Schwartz, Claudia; Neff, Benedict. “Marie-Ag-
nes Strack-Zimmermann: Auf russischen Panzern 
steht ‘nach Berlin’. Und Kadyrow droht mit der Be-
setzung Ostdeutschlands” (Marie-Agnes Strack-
Zimmermann: Russian tanks say ‘to Berlin’. And 
Kadyrov threatens to occupy East Germany”. In: 
Neue Zürcher Zeitung of 17 March 2023.

5 Odermatt, Marcel. “Deutsche Politikerin belei-
digt die Schweiz: Weil die Eidgenossenschaft keine 
Waffen liefern will, könne man sich ‹nicht auf die 
Schweiz verlassen›. Geht’s noch?” (German poli-
tician insults Switzerland: because the Swiss Con-
federation does not want to supply weapons, one 
can ‘not rely on Switzerland’. Are you mad?” in: 
Weltwoche online of 14 March 2023.

6 Solomon, Erika. “War in Ukraine puts centuries 
of Swiss neutrality to the test”; in: The New York 
Times of 12 March 2023
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Council of States and National Council reject neutral-
ity-impaired watering down of the arms export ban

mw. Under the title “Return to Swiss 
neutrality – We have other means at our 
disposal than supplying weapons to war-
ring states”, Current Concerns presented 
on 3 February this year various parlia-
mentary proposals for watering down the 
regulations in the War Material Act. It 
is about a fundamental decision: Should 
we allow weapons acquired in Switzer-
land to be supplied to states that are at 
war, or should we value the neutrali-
ty principle of our Federal Constitution 
more highly?

Both chambers of parliament have now 
discussed and voted on two of these pro-
posals in the spring session. 

On 6 March 2023, the Council of States 
fortunately clearly rejected by 23 votes to 
18 (2 abstentions) the motion by Thier-
ry Burkart (FDP AG)1, which wanted to 
abolish in principle the non-re-export dec-
larations for countries “with the same val-
ues” that are required by law today. The 
members of the Council from the SP, the 
Greens and the SVP as well as around 
half of the Centre parliamentary fraction 
voted against the motion, with the Liber-
als (FDP) and the other part of the Centre 
fraction voting against. Thus, the motion 
has definitely failed. In their statements, 
several members of the Council of States 

expressed their unwillingness to drop neu-
trality as an indispensable pillar of the 
Swiss state system.

The highlight of this memorable Coun-
cil debate was undoubtedly the statesman-
like speech by Council of States member 
Daniel Jositsch (SP, ZH), which we repro-
duce here verbatim.

National Council against arbitrary  
abolition of the non-re-export  

declarations by the Federal Council
On 8 March 2023, the National Coun-
cil was debating a motion of its Securi-
ty Policy Committee SPC to amend the 
War Material Act, which was intended 
as a “compromise” between the previous-
ly existing proposals to crack the strong 
will of a large number of parliamentari-
ans to preserve neutrality. Unfortunately, 
a wafer-thin majority (98 against 96, 2 ab-
stentions) voted in favour of the new par-
agraph 3 of Art. 18 KMG. Under this pro-
vision, the Federal Council could declare 
null and void the non-re-export declara-
tion of a country that has purchased Swiss 
war material if the UN Security Council 
has found a contradiction with the prohi-
bition of the use of force under interna-
tional law. The most controversial part 
of the motion text, however, was para-
graph 4, according to which the Federal 

Council could cancel a non-re-export dec-
laration even “if the General Assembly of 
the United Nations has determined by a 
two-thirds majority that there has been a 
violation of the prohibition of the use of 
force under international law.”2 This is an 
arbitrary construction that grants the UN 
General Assembly a competence that it 
does not have under UN law – not even 
by a two-thirds majority. This paragraph 
4 was clearly rejected by the National 
Council with 117 no to 78 yes, with one 
abstention. ‘No’ votes came mainly from 
the FDP, SVP and the Greens. The fact 
that the FDP almost unanimously reject-
ed the watering down of the ban on re-
exports is atypical and can probably also 
be explained by the fact that the motion 
was initiated primarily by the SP and that 
the SP had voted against the FDP motion 
in the Council of States two days earlier. 
Because part of the motion was accepted, 
the Council of States will vote on it in the 
summer session. •

1 Motion 22.3557 “Maintain neutrality, strength-
en STIB [Security Relevant Technology and In-
dustrial Base, i. e. the Swiss defence industry]. 
Abolish the non-re-export declaration for coun-
tries with the same values and comparable ex-
port control regime.”

2 Motion 23.3005 “Amendment of the War Material 
Act”

“Do not meddle in other people’s affairs”, Brother Klaus admonished in the 15th century his Swiss compatriots. 
The statue of Niklaus von Flüe in Flüeli-Ranft is an early symbol of Swiss neutrality. (picture ug)
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Statement by Councillor of States  
Daniel Jositsch (SP, ZH) in the Council of States on 6 March 2023

“I will reject the 
Burkart motion, as 
well as the other 
corresponding mo-
tions that will prob-
ably come back to 
us sooner or later, 
for the following 
three reasons:

1. Neutrality is 
really at the centre 
here. Therefore, it 
must be treated ac-
cordingly. Armed 

neutrality, as it is known in our consti-
tution today, was established by the 
major European powers at the Congress 
of Vienna. At that time, Switzerland was 
at the centre of international conflicts. 
Napoleon had just been overcome; the 
task now was to create a new order in 
Europe. In this context, Switzerland was 
given the position of a neutral country. 
If I understand correctly from the history 
books, not everyone in Switzerland liked 
this at the time. In the long run, howev-
er, armed neutrality proved to be a suc-
cessful model in Switzerland. On the one 
hand, it enabled Switzerland not to be-
come involved in international conflicts 
over the last 200 years – especially in the 
First and Second World Wars. In addi-
tion, Switzerland was able to establish it-
self internationally as a bridge-building 
nation due to its neutrality. It became 
possible for it to become the location of 
very many international organisations, 
but also to mediate between individual 
states that were in conflict. It is no co-
incidence that Switzerland looked after 
the interests of the USA in Cuba, and it is 
no coincidence that it looks after the in-
terests of the USA in Iran. It has also on 
several occasions been a haven and birth-
place for the resolution of international 
conflicts. All this has been made possible 
by Switzerland’s neutrality.

After all, we are also proud of neutral-
ity. We enjoy travelling the world with 
our Swiss passport. We are warmly wel-
comed everywhere; we are appreciated 
everywhere.

Neutrality – as Mr Minder said – is not 
only nice in times of peace. It is especially 
effective in times of war. Something has 
changed here since the time of the Con-
gress of Vienna. In the past, until about 
the Second World War, there was the so-
called ius ad bellum, the right to wage 
war. A state could declare war on anoth-
er state, and that was fine, that was the 
law. 

Since the Second World War at the lat-
est, however, this ius ad bellum no long-
er exists. Every war is wrong. Of course, 
there are sometimes discussions about 
who attacked whom. Ultimately, some-
one attacked someone. Since the Second 
World War, every war is wrong, every 
war is a crime, a violation of internation-

al law. This, of course, has given neu-
trality a different meaning. As a neutral 
state, one finds oneself in a different sit-
uation. In the past, when war was just, 
as a neutral you were welcome by every-
one. It was no problem at all.

Now you are in fact not on the side of 
the attacked. So enduring neutrality is 
more difficult. That means that in peace-
time, when you invoke our neutrality at 
August 1 celebrations or travel the world 
and let yourself be celebrated as a neu-
tral Swiss, that’s fine. But neutrality comes 
into its own in wartime. Then you have to 
be able to endure it. Yes, Mr Burkart, you 
are right, if you are not on the side of the 
good, then you are helping, if you like, 
the bad, the aggressor. But you have to 
put up with that if you are neutral, that’s 
the way it is, it’s unpleasant.

If you say you don’t want that: here 
you go, then change the Federal Consti-
tution, hold a referendum! Perhaps the 
majority will then say that they no longer 
want this, that they find it too unpleas-
ant that they cannot help Ukraine and 
that they cannot help the attacked in fu-
ture conflicts. Make such a referendum – 
I doubt, however, that you will win this 
referendum.

On the contrary, I am convinced that 
the majority of the Swiss would stick to 
neutrality. But then you also have to re-
main neutral.

Now you can argue legally, but I’ll 
tell you this as a lawyer: neutrality is not 
what we define here in this beautiful 
building, but neutrality depends on how 
the warring parties – not the European 
states – perceive Switzerland’s position. 
One thing is clear: if a bullet comes fly-
ing at you with ‘Swiss made’ written on 
it, you don’t think Switzerland is neutral. 
You said that you are no longer neutral 
if you send troops. Of course, that is the 
case, but today support, entry into the 
conflict does not only mean – as you can 
clearly see – that you send troops. The 
Americans don’t send troops, the Ger-
mans don’t send troops; today, weap-
ons are supplied and thus influence is 
exerted on the course of the war. There-
fore, one cannot be neutral if one al-
lows Swiss armaments – whether direct-
ly or indirectly – to be led into the war 
zone. From this point of view, I am sim-
ply of the opinion that you must, if an-
ything, name your horses and riders. If 
you want to give up neutrality, then try 
to do that, but do it the right way, by try-
ing to change the constitution.

2. You said that the rules could be 
changed during the game; they would 
apply for the future, so to speak. Yes, 
but the contracts were made in the past. 
And then – this is the second point – you 
are no longer credible. What you want 
to pursue is what we in the Commis-
sion have called ‘ad hoc neutrality’ – and 
that’s what it would be. You cannot say: 

We are neutral, but depending on the 
situation, we will then see how we can 
somehow get around it; we will change 
the regulation right away for the exist-
ing contracts.

What you want to put at risk is Swit-
zerland’s credibility. You have now ad-
mitted it, and Mr Salzmann has also said 
it: the motion is not actually about sup-
porting Ukraine, but above all about 
maintaining our arms industry. I have to 
tell you, I even understand you against 
this background. When we made the last 
tightening up of the export and re-ex-
port of weapons, you were against it. At 
that time, you said you wanted to sup-
port our arms industry. In this respect, I 
even understand that you are now trying 
to take advantage of the political wind 
to reverse what we have already decid-
ed. But I would like to argue in the di-
rection of the centre, which supported 
these tightening measures at the time. 
At the time, you came under pressure 
because weapons from Switzerland sud-
denly appeared somewhere in the world. 
There were major media reports and you 
said that something had to be done –- 
together with us. We have always said 
that something had to be done. You said: 
Yes, we will help. Now, two years later, 
it’s a little less comfortable to take that 
position again. Now you want to change 
it again. We can’t legislate like that! We 
can’t let the media dictate to us wheth-
er we feel comfortable or uncomforta-
ble with our decisions, and then simply 
make them or reverse them, depending 
on how we want them. This is a way of 
making ourselves untrustworthy.

The last point, and this seems to me 
to be the essential thing that we have to 
take into account: you asked what the 
image is that we present to the outside 
world. Do the other European states like 
it or not? Is that the essential thing now? 
Do we have to please everyone in the 
world? Do we have to make policy in this 
way and jeopardise our fundamental val-
ues as the case may be?

Just think about what is actually at 
stake: the war material that is now to 
enter a war zone indirectly through the 
softening of the non-re-export regula-
tion is not even decisive for the war. It is 
not even the case that we are now decid-
ing that Ukraine has a real chance to de-
fend itself. Thank God others are doing 
that, such as the USA in particular. So itʼs 
just a question of making ourselves look 
good vis-à-vis the rest of Europe. That is 
not the decisive question – as I told you: 
Neutrality is also unpleasant at times, 
but that’s simply the way it is, and we 
can put up with that, and we have to put 
up with that.

Therefore, I ask you here to reject the 
motion Burkart 22.3557.“

(Translation Current Concerns)

Daniel Jositsch  
(picture  

www.parlament.ch)
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Let’s read books again!
In memoriam Peter Scholl-Latour

by Karl-Jürgen Müller

The images are horrible. Now they come 
from the nearly completely destroyed city 
of Bakhmut (the Ukrainian name) or Ar-
tyomovsk (the Russian name). Every war 
is horrible, including the one in Ukraine. 
We are confronted with this horror every 
day. But, absurdly enough, not so that we 
do everything humanly possible to put an 
end to this horror. But rather to make us 
willing to go to war. Because who is to 
blame for the horror has been decided 
even before a thorough investigation. And 
they are to be fought and defeated. We, the 
good, against the bad. Only then, we are 
told, the horror will be over. There is only 
black or white. And to prevent us from 
thinking too much, one wave of propagan-
da follows another; our minds and feelings 
are numbed with texts and images. Real 
compassion cannot develop in this way.

I am standing in front of my bookshelf 
and have decided not to be topical today, 
but to recommend books. Only from one 
author: Peter Scholl-Latour.

Peter Scholl-Latour lived from 9 March 
1924 to 16 August 2014. He was a jour-
nalist and book author. He made many of 
his books into his own television reports. 
He wrote more than 30 books, received a 
lot of recognition for his work, but also 
strong headwinds – up to attempts to put 
him on the political sidelines. 

I highly recommend reading his books 
again or reading them for the first time. 
My claim is that this makes much more 
sense than the everyday mainstream.

I will not go into detail about the rec-
ommended books. You must read them 
yourself. Current Concerns quoted exten-
sively from one in its first issue after 24 

February 2022: “Der Fluch der bösen Tat. 
Das Scheitern des Westens im Orient.” 
(The Curse of the Evil Deed. The Failure 
of the West in the Orient). It was Scholl-
Latour’s penultimate, posthumously pub-
lished book and was number one on the 
Spiegel bestseller list from 22 September 
to 19 October 2014. This would probably 
no longer be possible now.

“The curse of the evil deed”
The title “The Curse of the Evil Deed” 
could also be the headline for the horror 
of the war in Ukraine. Suffice it here to 
quote from the text on the German book’s 
back cover: “It is fermenting and seeth-
ing everywhere: Syria and Iraq are sink-
ing into a cruel civil war of all against 
all, in Turkey Islamist and secular forc-
es are vying for supremacy. Egypt is in 

constant turmoil, and the situation is 
also explosive on the northern edge 
of this troubled region of the world, 
in the Caucasus and Ukraine. With 
his characteristic perspicacity, Peter 
Scholl-Latour illuminates a region 
over which, after decades of political 
and military intervention by the West, 
a curse seems to lie – the curse of the 
evil act of unholy interference.”

As early as 2006 – one year before 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
speech in Munich – Peter Scholl-La-
tour had published “Russland im Zan-
gengriff” (Russia Surrounded. Putin’s 
Empire between NATO, China and 
Islam). On page 182 the German edi-
tion reads: “Even today, political ana-
lysts in Moscow are asking themselves 
why the USA did not in any way hon-
our the enormous concessions that 
Gorbachev granted the Western alli-
ance by agreeing to, and even tacitly 
promoting, German reunification. The 
opposite was the case. Like a ravenous 
animal, NATO had pounced on the So-
viet Union falling apart when the last 
General Secretary of the CPSU indi-
cated his willingness to surrender. The 
Soviet, then the Russian leadership 
was systematically bamboozled. All 
promises were revoked. Like a kind of 
‘juggernaut’1 [...] the oppressive mili-
tary apparatus of NATO moved east-
wards.”

In 2007, Peter Scholl-Latour’s 
book “Between the Fronts. Expe-
rienced World History” appeared. 
Here, too, we will only quote from 
the blurb: “Peter Scholl-Latour uses 
his recent travels to the USA, China, 
Russia, and to the Middle East as an 

ISBN 978-3-549-07265-3 ISBN 978-3-549-07322-2 ISBN 978-3-549-07357-5

ISBN 978-3-549-07331-5 ISBN 978-3-549-07431-2 ISBN 978-3-549-07412-1

Peter Scholl-Latour “was able – thanks 
to his encyclopaedic knowledge and out-
standing memory – to build a unique 
bridge between past and present. 
Through recourse to history and religion, 
he was able to classify events of today. No 
matter how many times he travelled to a 
country, he always prepared himself as if 
he were visiting it for the first time. […] 

Peter Scholl-Latour has retained his inde-
pendent, idiosyncratic spirit – being polit-
ically correct did not interest him […]. His 
maxim was always to report only on what 
he himself had seen and experienced on 
the ground.”

(Cornelia Laqua. Epilogue to Peter Scholl-
Latour. Mein Leben (My Life); 2015 (posthu-

mous), p. 432, ISBN 978-3-570-00508-8)

continued on page 12
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occasion for a very thoughtful, sceptical 
look at the state of our world. Again and 
again, he evokes the decline of the Eu-
ropean colonial empires, which he him-
self experienced on many fronts, when 
he talks about America’s role as a world 
power. The transience of empires runs 
like a leitmotif through this book. Peter 
Scholl-Latour also views the future of 
Europe, which lacks visions as well as an 
awareness of its historical identity, with 
little confidence.”

“The Road to the New Cold War”
One year later, in 2008, the book “Der 
Weg in den neuen Kalten Krieg” (The 
Road to the New Cold War) was pub-
lished. The blurb reads: “After the end of 
the Cold War and the collapse of the So-
viet Union, the West emerged as the victor 
of history. NATO’s eastward expansion, 
the Balkan wars, the Afghanistan inva-
sion, or the Iraq campaign – they were all 
staged without regard for Russia or other 
non-Western powers. Peter Scholl-Latour 
has observed these muscle games with 
scepticism from the beginning. He vivid-
ly describes the path to a new, this time 
multipolar, Cold War between Washing-
ton and its European partners on the one 
side, Moscow, Beijing, and the Islam-
ic world on the other. The West can only 

lose this confrontation. [...] Connections 
that the media overlook or suppress – here 
they become clear.”

Peter Scholl-Latour foresaw very early 
on what is on the agenda today: the tran-
sition to a new world order. In the 2009 
book “Die Angst des weissen Mannes. Ein 
Abgesang” (The Fear of the White Man: 
A Swan Song), the blurb reads: “For five 
hundred years the ‘white man’ ruled the 
world. [...] This era of Western suprema-
cy is finally a thing of the past. The ‘white 
man’ is in retreat, the former colonial peo-
ples are pushing forward – demographi-
cally, economically, in terms of power pol-
itics.”

“The world coming apart”
At the end of his 2012 book “Die Welt 
aus den Fugen. Betrachtungen zu den 
Wirren der Gegenwart“ (The world com-
ing apart. Reflections on the turmoil of 
the present), published in 2012, an inter-
view is printed which the German poli-
tician Gregor Gysi (Die Linke) conduct-
ed with Peter Scholl-Latour. Gysi asks: 
“Now is there a message in your books 
and reportages that you want to convey?” 
The answer is: “I have never understood 
my activity as delivering a message. I 
have limited myself to describing things 
as close to reality as possible. I think that 
is enough. I don’t even want to use the 
word ‘truth’. But if I have a message, it 

is this: We are subject to such massive 
disinformation that I want to fight it with 
my books.”

Peter Scholl-Latour’s books have 
reached a total circulation of 10 million 
copies. His 1979/1980 book on Indochina, 
“Death in the Rice Fields”, was the best-
selling non-fiction book in Germany since 
1945, with 1.3 million copies by 2014. As 
a journalist, book author, filmmaker and, 
above all, as a public figure, he has re-
ceived many honours.

Today I wonder how many people (in 
Germany and elsewhere) still remem-
ber Peter Scholl-Latour and his books. 
And how many are willing to take out 
his books again, to read them and to 
draw appropriate conclusions from 
them. Other conclusions – more rea-
sonable, more humane, connecting peo-
ples – different from what our politics 
is demonstrating. And to take seriously 
the realisation that we are in the midst 
of a transition to a new world order, for 
which the word “Zeitenwende” (turning 
point) really fits. •

1 Juggernaut is a metaphorical term. It stands for 
an unstoppable force that destroys everything in 
its path. The origin of the word lies in the huge 
processional chariots (Ratha) weighing many 
tons that are used during a certain Hindu pro-
cession (Ratha Yatra) in honour of the god Jag-
annatha (Vishnu). Once set in motion, these 
chariots are almost unstoppable by humans.

”Let’s read books again!” 
continued from page 11

In war, everything turns upside down
km. On the opinion page of the German 
“Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger” (Cologne News-
paper), Erik Flügge, bestselling author 
and member of the German SPD (Social-
Democratic Party) wrote on 27 February: 
“Once critics of arms deliveries find no 
political representation in the centre, it is 
dangerous for democracy itself. […] Peo-
ple who have never changed their convic-
tions are suddenly pushed to the side lines. 
‘No armament supplies for warzones’ – 
twelve months ago, this was Germany’s 
reason of state. Today, this point of view 
is rarely represented publicly.”

Erik Flügge confined himself to the 
people who are against German arma-
ment supplies to Ukraine. But what speaks 
against expanding his thoughts?

Even those who have been talking for a 
long time about that NATO hasn’t held its 
promise towards Russia not to expand its 
territory closer to the Russian border, “are 
getting pushed to the side lines”. Even 
those who point out the fact that the USA 
and their allies have fought “illegal wars” 
throughout the past 30 years in a way that 
threatens world peace, only to enforce 
their ambition to be and to stay the “only 
true world force”. And would not accept 
to recognise other countries like Russia 

or China as equals. Even those who put 
emphasis on the fact the war in Ukraine 
didn’t start in 2022 but already in 2014 – 
and hint at the fact that the central gov-
ernment in Kiev has a great amount of re-
sponsibility for this war and for the 14.000 
mainly Russian casualties of this war prior 
to 24 February 2022. Even those who ad-
vert to the racist motives of the “Russia 
Haters” in Ukraine related to this war. 
Even those who demonstrate that the US 
government and their allies have pushed 
the war policies of both Ukrainian gov-
ernment and Ukrainian nationalists po-
litically, financially and militarily. Even 
those who point out that the accusations 
of atrocities against the “enemy” are just 
a usual thing out of propagandistic reasons 
and that the presumption of innocence 
until the undoubtable proof of guilt is of 
greatest importance during war. And final-
ly even those who refuse to speak of an 
“unprovoked” and “brutal offensive war” 
of Russia because of all the reasons men-
tioned above.

All these people “are pushed to the 
side lines”. This even leads up to criminal 
prosecution. On the rally for the “Mani-
fest” of Sarah Wagenknecht and Alice 
Schwarzer on 25 February in Berlin, the 

event manager initially read out a long text 
about what would be prohibited by the au-
thorities upon this rally. The list was very 
long – and it was not just about weapons 
and calls for violence. That is the current 
state of freedom of speech and of assem-
bly in Germany.

The question on why people, who have 
been and still are good citizens through-
out their whole life – regarding them tak-
ing the constitution seriously and actual-
ly living out civil rights –, “are pushed to 
the sidelines” is an important one. Espe-
cially towards the condition of the Ger-
man state, German policy and public life 
in Germany.

The notion that everything which is val-
uable in times of peace shall have no va-
lidity in times of war has been laid out by 
many in the past. I remember being a pupil 
at a German academic high school 50 
years ago and we read “Mother Courage” 
by Bertholt Brecht. Even back then, this 
had been the main topic. It is very likely 
that decent German citizens are pushed to 
the side lines these days because Germa-
ny is at war. Annalena Baerbock admitted 
that openly – but no one wants to believe 
it yet. But all of this has nothing to do with 
liberty and democracy. •
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Developing resilience against propaganda
On the book by Johannes Menath “Moderne Propaganda. 80 Methoden der  

Meinungslenkung – Modern Propaganda. 80 Methods of Shaping Public Opinion”*

by Eliane Perret

If you want to use mainstream media to 
inform yourself about world events today, 
you will necessarily realise that you are 
being confronted with professionally de-
signed opinion-steering. This is especial-
ly true in a time like ours, which is over-
shadowed by war. “When war is declared, 
truth is the first casualty”, wrote Lord Ar-
thur Ponsonby 1928 in his book “False-
hood in Wartime”, in which he described 
the lies disseminated during the First 
World War. Basing her research on his 
book, Belgian historian Anne Morelli con-
densed his research results into rules of 
war propaganda. Johannes Menath’s book 
with the title “Moderne Propaganda. 80 
Methoden der Meinungslenkung” (Mod-
ern Propaganda. 80 Methods of Opinion 
Steering), published at the end of last year, 
fits into this tradition. The author’s aim is 
to make us aware of the methods used to 
steer opinion, since we are surrounded by 
“an invisible cloud of artificial emotions, 
opinions and conclusions” (p. 9). So we 
can begin to see how our desire for infor-
mation is being abused and we can em-
power ourselves to recognise the tech-
niques being used, to examine news for its 
truthfulness and thus to counteract the un-
dermining of democratic debate. Menath 
says that “any democracy is only as strong 
as the sovereign consciousness of its vot-
ers. Education, especially with regard to 
factors that influence our psyche, is thus at 
the beginning of the development into an 
empowered citizen” (p. 10), and “in times 
when the press and media no longer fulfil 
their genuine and original task as a cor-
rective to political power, it becomes all 
the more significant to develop resilience 
against propaganda. And when media cor-
porations threaten to themselves become 
the greatest power in the state, responsi-
ble citizens are called upon to counteract 
an erosion of democracy.” (p. 11)

Methods of opinion control 
With meticulous precision, the author 
presents 80 methods of opinion steering 
in short sections as the main part of the 
book. They are often built one upon the 
other or are combined with each other. 
They are divided into those that create 
certain opinions, those that are intend-
ed to destroy undesirable views, and fi-
nally, Menath describes techniques with 
which social framework conditions are 
created that facilitate the influencing of 
public opinion. To do this, the author has 
worked his way through an impressive-
ly broad spectrum of literature from an-

tiquity to modern times. If you take the 
time to read his descriptions carefully 
and if you allow them to have an effect 
on yourself, you will always recognise 
behind them the author’s deeply ethical 
goal of not leaving people high and dry 
in immaturity, but giving them something 
to hand so that they can evolve into inde-
pendent fellow citizens. It also becomes 
clear how manipulation takes advantage 
of human social nature. It is all about spe-
cies-specific forms of behaviour that evo-
lution has given us and that, so to speak, 
make up the collective “unconsciousness”, 
as anthropological research has shown us. 
There is, for example, our tendency to fit 
into the group and not to stand apart, be-
cause this gives us security. 

Malicious manipulation  
versus education

Following the presentation of the 80 meth-
ods of propaganda, the author takes a look 
at the reasons for their effect, starting 
with the evolutionary development of the 
human race. In order to survive, humans 
have always been dependent on perceiving 
their environment correctly and, from the 
infinite abundance of information, evalu-
ating that as important which is useful to 
their goal, and being selective about other 
information. “We do not perceive in order 
to recognise, but to survive” (p. 92). But 
this is always against an individual back-
ground, which we can and must expand 
through interpersonal exchange. Manipu-
lation techniques tie in with these human 
characteristics, narrowing down a topic, 
simplifying it, assigning symbols to it and 
linking it with emotions, so that the de-
sired opinions may be generated. It is ed-
ucation that provides the necessary cor-
nerstone of human development and thus 
a positive counterbalance to such sinister 
manipulation of the personality. It should 
therefore be aimed at “helping to develop 
the personality of others, taking into ac-
count their inherent strengths and weak-
nesses, in order to form a self-responsible, 
courageous and intelligent person” (p. 94). 
In order to arrive at our own view, a con-
structive-critical attitude, the conscious 
questioning and gathering of a wide range 
of information and, finally, knowledge of 
the essential political and philosophical 
concepts is required.

Political and humanistic  
education versus opinion power 

In the following chapters, the author looks 
at how we can protect ourselves from in-

doctrination. A necessary prerequisite for 
a free, informed formation of opinion is 
looking at a question from different an-
gles. This is made difficult by the fact that 
our mainstream media obtain most of their 
information from the four press agencies 
AP, Reuters, AFP and dpa (sda for Swit-
zerland), which in their role as gate guards 
pre-select information even before it ar-
rives in the editorial offices. In addition, 
it is hardly possible for mainstream media 
journalists to report on content that would 
run counter to the economic interests of the 
company owners – if they do not want to 
risk their jobs – just as there is no place for 
articles critical of the system. Therefore, 
our local press landscape is dependent on 
certain US-American interest groups. So if 
you want to look beyond your own hori-
zon you will not be able to avoid spend-
ing the time necessary for acquiring really 
profound knowledge, “if you do not want 
to become the unconscious accomplice of 
opinion control” (p. 96). Thus, political ed-
ucation becomes the first pillar of inde-
pendent thought, while the author refers to 

ep. Johannes Menath (1993) studied 
chemical engineering in Erlangen and 
Nuremberg. With friends, he founded 
the Agora Initiative in 2018. This deals 
with the undermining of democratic 
principles through psychological influ-
ence and provides education. The book 
presented here is the result of several 
years of documentation and research.
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“Developing resilience against …” 
continued from page 13

the study of classical literature as the sec-
ond pillar to deal with ideals, processes and 
events of the past. 

“We live in the midst of ideas that have 
come alive. They have been conceived, 
written down, disseminated and put into 
practice.” (p. 97) Reading the great clas-
sics – the author cites Aristotle, Plato, Ni-
etzsche, Confucius and Marcus Aurelius 
– will help everyone to correctly classi-
fy what is happening today and to correct-
ly evaluate the state and its politics. Thus 
“reading [becomes] an act of liberation 
from immaturity, apathy and disorienta-
tion” (p. 98). In the appendix, Menath has 
therefore compiled a catalogue of books 
that he recommends for reading. 

Working on your own personality
It should be added here that manipulation 
is malicious deception. It makes improper 
use of findings from modern psychiatry. It 
attacks the human mind where it does not 
understand itself, where it is “seducible”. 
So it happens that we do things although 
we should have known … Enlightenment 
alone has a hard time against such power-
ful feelings. Often we are not even uncon-
scious of them, but we do not understand 
them – we do not understand what drives 
us. This has to do with our personal inner 
life story. That is why the work on our 
own personality or character, to which the 
author refers, is so important (p. 107). In 
addition to his remarks, it should be noted 
that it is a question of recognising and un-
derstanding our individual way of experi-
encing and reacting according to our life-
historical references and perhaps in our 
own vulnerability, and that this only be-
comes apparent in specific situations of 
demand. This is the field of work of depth 
psychology, and it entails the political sig-
nificance of our feelings.

Imperialism
Under this title, the author deals with the 
significance of the American empire as 

Germany’s occupying power and with 
its attempt at global supremacy, which 
is also reflected in its influence on press 
and politics. He cites trans-Atlantic net-
works, think tanks and political lobby or-
ganisations in which leading figures from 
politics and the media are involved. One 
example is the Atlantikbrücke (Atlantic 
Bridge), but there are also numerous oth-
ers, the “Who is Who” of German pol-
itics and media. The author quotes the 
US military strategist Zbigniew Brze-
zinski, who wrote in his 1997 program-
matic book “The Grand Chessboard”: 
“The brutal truth is that Western Europe, 
and increasingly Central Europe, remain 
an American protectorate, with the Al-
lied states resembling ancient vassals and 
tributaries.” 

Political action
Johannes Menath’s analysis calls for ac-
tion. He himself sees the way forward 
in joining forces in the mutual concern 
to put a stop to manipulation and in the 
demand for free discussion. In this way, 
those large sections of the population to 
whom alternative information is inacces-
sible or obscure, could be made aware, by 
means of concise information, of the de-
plorable state of targeted opinion-steer-
ing, for example by means of a wide-
ly and repeatedly distributed leaflet, in 
order to come into direct contact with 
the population and to put the spin gen-
erators out of action. The opposing pair 
“good – evil”, which the media have cre-
ated, should be replaced by the pair “en-
lightened – manipulated” and thereby 
gain moral superiority. This would open 
the way for a public debate worthy of the 
name. In the introduction to his book 
(p. 9), the author writes that today’s con-
trolling media pursue goals that contra-
dict the interests of their own readership, 
namely: “How do you get the population 
of a country to go to a war it doesn’t re-
ally want? How do you get them to pur-
sue a goal that goes against their funda-
mental interests?” These goals ignore the 

fundamentals of peaceful human coex-
istence.

Courage, wisdom, cohesion
The author introduces the last chapter of 
his book with the statement: “Today, dissi-
pation has become the norm for the mass-
es” (p. 107). But he expects more from 
people than an aimless life, because the 
world is full of challenges, and besides po-
litical action, working on your own char-
acter is something that will fill every mo-
ment of your life meaningfully. This is 
about working on yourself, and what may 
seem difficult at first becomes easy once 
you have taken the first step and have 
made something that was new your own. 
“Gradually steering your own actions into 
a direction that will make it bear fruit is 
a task that will make your life precious 
and interesting.” (p. 108) The courage to 
confront others and yourself is one of the 
most important virtues. However, with-
out wisdom it will remain aimless. Only 
with wisdom will action be guided in the 
right direction. And the author refers once 
again to classical literature as an impor-
tant guide, because these books contain 
the experience of the wisest people, those 
whose ideas we should know. 

Menath suggests working through this 
kind of literature together with others in 
reading groups, as this will not only make 
it easier but will also strengthen our feel-
ing of belonging. “Those people who sur-
round themselves with people they can 
talk to well, bring a lot of spiritual enrich-
ment into their lives.” (p. 109) And this 
cohesion would be the third step towards 
creative work, based on common goals 
and a common (possibly also rediscov-
ered) culture.

Important personalities …
The author concludes the book with a brief 
introduction of important personalities 
who have dealt with methods of maintain-
ing power, with book recommendations ar-
ranged by topic, a comprehensive bibliog-
raphy and lengthy original quotations from 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Aristotle and Ed-
ward Bernays. In this way, the author has 
transformed his original pamphlet into a 
book that – widely distributed and read – 
could serve to lift the thick veil of opinion 
control and make free discourse possible 
for the benefit of all people. For political 
manipulation intervenes in our community 
life and must likewise be countered there. 
That is why we have to talk about these 
matters together and publicly. •

* Menath, Johannes. Moderne Propaganda.  
80 Methoden der Meinungslenkung. (Modern 
propaganda. 80 methods of influencing public 
opinion.) Verlag Zeitgeist. Höhr-Grenzhausen 
2022. ISBN 978-3-943007-42-8

Agenda setting – pushing through a political agenda
ep. It is not by chance that a topic is 
taken up by all mainstream media 
seemingly abruptly at the same time, 
but it is deliberately put on the agenda 
by them. This agenda setting (p. 24f.) 
determines which topics are to be 
brought into the focus of media dis-
course (and which are simultaneous-
ly diverted from). Thus, it does not 
reflect a social need for specific infor-
mation, but rather a political agenda. 
Anyone who sees through this tool of 
opinion steering will certainly notice 
that the current reporting on the sit-

uation after the earthquake in Turkey 
and Syria was almost exclusively limit-
ed to Turkey, while the suffering of the 
Syrian people was “forgotten” or used 
to criticise the Syrian government.

Agenda setting is also one of the ma-
nipulation techniques used to launch a 
smear campaign against a disliked opin-
ion, person or group. Simultaneous, 
seemingly independent criticism is used 
to generate “truth” that is only ques-
tioned by a few. The same procedure 
can of course also be used to launch an 
idea, an opinion or a product.
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The incursion of imperialism  
in the Arabian Peninsula: 

ʿAbd ar-Raḥmān Munīf’s novel “Cities of Salt”
by Johannes Irsiegler

For decades, Saudi Arabia’s servitude 
to the USA was an important pillar of 
US dollar dominance and thus of US 
imperialism. Oil could only be settled 
in dollars and so the demand for this 
currency was inexhaustible. However, 
after almost 90 years the era of the pet-
rodollar now seems to be coming to an 
end. The states of the Arabian Peninsu-
la have recently begun to act more self-
confidently according to their own inter-
ests. Increasingly, they are turning their 
attention to the East and not just to the 
West, trying to intensify economic rela-
tions with various regions of the world. 
Indeed, it’s not by coincidence that the 
new beginning of relations between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia, which may bring eco-
nomic prosperity and peace, has been 
achieved with the help of Chinese and 
Omani diplomacy.

In this context, it is well worth illumi-
nating the beginning of the relationship 
between the countries of the Arabian Pen-
insula and the USA: the incursion of im-
perialism in the Arabian Peninsula.

On this topic, there is a very readable 
novel by the Saudi Arabian writer ʿAbd 
ar-Raḥmān Munīf ’s (1933–2004) enti-
tled “Cities of Salt”, first published in Ar-
abic in 1984. “Cities of Salt” is the first 
volume of a series of five novels with the 
same overall Arabic title “Mudun al-milḥ” 
(Cities of Salt). This first volume has been 
translated into Western languages and is 
thus accessible to non-Arabic-speaking 
readers. Munīf is considered one of the 
most important Arabic novelists and one 
of the most remarkable personalities in 
contemporary world literature. Along with 
the Egyptian Nobel Prize winner for liter-
ature Naǧīb Maḥfūẓ, he is considered one 
of the two patriarchs of Arabic literature. 
However, Munīf’s popularity remained 
limited to the Arab world, his work being 
only partially translated into European 
languages. This lack of resonance in the 
Western language area is hardly coinci-
dental for one of the most renowned Arab 
novelists and public intellectuals. 

In his work, ʿAbd ar-Raḥmān Munīf 
reveals the historical lies on which the 
Saʿūd dynasty built its legitimacy and 
portrays its constant servility to foreign 
rulers and its sabotage of any econom-
ic or political efforts for independence at 
home and in the Arab world. In doing so, 
he also critiques the role of the West in 
suppressing any social progress in the re-
gion.

Futile hopes for a  
positive impact of the oil industry

The author himself describes the book as 
dealing with “the long and difficult labour 
that accompagnied the emergence of the 
oil industry in the Arabian Peninsula […], 
and how it was hoped that this resource, 
[…] would give a positive outlook to the 
future of generations to come.”1 Unfortu-
nately, things turned out differently.

Historically, it all began with the 
awarding of concessions for oil drilling to 
the American oil company Standard Oil 
of California SOCAL in May 1933. The 
American company had offered the then 
heavily indebted King Ibn Saʿūd more 
than the British competitors. Subsequent-
ly, the close alliance between the Saudi 
rulers and the USA shaped further polit-
ical and economic development. Moreo-
ver, it contributed to the Arabian Peninsula 
remaining culturally and socially back-
ward for decades. The opportunities that 
the wealth of oil could have brought to the 
people of the Arabian Peninsula remained 
unrealised due to the backwardness of the 
ruling regimes in the oil-producing coun-
tries and the complicity and egoism of the 
Western countries.

As regards content, Munīf presents 
the history from the point of view of or-
dinary people who are exposed to a trau-
matic social process shaking the society of 
the Arabian Peninsula as a result of the oil 
discoveries. The old tribal structures are 
destroyed with tanks and secret police, gi-
gantic corruption meets political oppres-
sion, extreme consumerism is merging 
with bigotry and hypocrisy. Asked about 
the title in an interview, Munīf explains: 
“Cities of salt means cities that offer no 
sustainable existence. When the waters 
come in, the first waves will dissolve the 
salt and reduce these great glass cities to 
dust. In antiquity, as you know, many cit-
ies simply disappeared. It is possible to 
foresee the downfall of cities that are in-
human.”2 The period of action of the first 
volume can be set concretely between 
1933, the time of the first discovery of oil 
in the Arabian oasis ʿAin Dār, to 1953, 
the strike events in the Arabian port city 
of Ẓahrān. Nevertheless, the novel has 
something timeless and universal. 

In the tradition of Arab storytellers
Munīf refrains from depicting a sin-
gle main character. Instead, he takes the 
reader into a juxtaposition of person-
al fates that all of them are connected to 

each other. This puts him in the tradition 
of Arab storytellers. Munīf deals with is-
sues such as the incursion of modernity 
and technology into a pre-modern culture, 
cultural uprooting and cultural hegemo-
ny, and the establishment of authoritarian 
structures in relationships, as exemplified 
by the lives of the members of a human 
community that is shaken to its founda-
tions by the discovery of oil.

The beginning of “Cities of Salt” is set 
in an oasis in the middle of the Arabian 
desert, where a Bedouin community lives 
a traditional life in harmony with its en-
vironment. It is their belonging to a com-
munity that gives the inhabitants a sense 
of strength and security. Years of plenty 
alternate with years of hardship. But the 
inhabitants of the Wādī enduring the dif-
ficult conditions that nature demands of 
them lead a content life because they are 
a community in which individuals support 
each other. Suddenly, however, strangers 
appear in the oasis and the lives of its in-
habitants will be changing fundamental-
ly. These strangers, Christians who speak 
Arabic besides, what do they want? They 
claim to be looking for water. The vil-
lagers are suspicious. “They were busy 
all day long. They went to places no one 
dreamed of going. They collected unthink-
able things. They had a piece of iron – no 
one knew what it was or what they did 
with it – and when they returned in the 

continued on page 16

ʿAbd ar-Raḥmān Munīf (picture ma)
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evening, they brought with them bags of 
sand and pieces of rock. […] That was not 
all: They placed wooden markers and iron 
poles everywhere they went, and wrote on 
them, and wrote things no one understood 
on the sheets of paper they carried with 
them everywhere.”3

The Bedouins don’t know that they are 
dealing with American explorers search-
ing for oil. The alien invades the lives of 
the people with full force: “Within days 
everything in the Wādī al-Ujun changed 
– men, animals and the nature – for no 
sooner hat the American, his friends and 
their compagnions been settled in than a 
large number of other people arrived. No 
one had ever dreamed such people exist-
ed: one was short and obese with red hair 
and another was tall enough to pick dates 
from the trees. Yet another was as black 
as night, and there were more – blond 
and readheaded. They had blue eyes and 
bodies fat as slaughtered sheep, and their 
faces inspired curiosity and fear.”4 Rhythm 
of life is changing. The residents of the 
oasis have never seen anything like this 
before. A camp is built, wire fences are 
being put, machines roar and terrify all the 
inhabitants.

No regard for the customs of the locals 
The foreigners have no regard for the 
customs of the locals. When the latter fi-
nally complain to their emir, it turns out 
that he has done business with the Amer-
icans. In the end, the inhabitants of the 
oasis are concerned about their freedom; 
they don’t want anyone telling them what 
they may or may not do. The emir, how-
ever, doesn’t pay heed to them any more. 
He has sold out to the foreigners and no 
longer represents the interests of his own 
tribe. He was lured with the promise of 
wealth and power, and finally was given 
a radio, a telephone and a telescope with 
which he can look at half-naked Amer-
ican women on one of their ships off 
the coast all day. In an expressive way, 
Munīf describes the destruction of the 
oasis as tractors “attacked the orchards 
like ravenous wolves, tearing up the trees 
and throwing them to the earth one after 
another, and levelled all the orchards be-
tween the brook and the fields. […] The 
trees shook violently and groaned before 
falling, cried for help, wailed, panicked, 
called out in helpless pain and then fell 
entreatingly to the ground, as if trying to 
snuggle into the earth to grow and spring 
forth alive again.”5 The butchery had 
begun, and it continued until everything 
was gone. 

Expulsion from paradise

The oasis is destroyed and with it the 
source of life for its inhabitants. The 
source of their life has to make way for an 
oil production plant. The once proud in-
habitants are expelled from their paradise 
and wander around aimlessly. Their fate 
will be despair, disease and even death. 
Those who stay to work as labourers in 
the newly built camp will not fare better. 
They live crowded together in tents and 
barracks. The once free people are de-
graded to work slaves.

Some of the inhabitants who are able 
to work head for the coastal town of Har-
ran, which is intended by the American 
occupiers as an oil port. A new narrative 
thread begins here. This is another place 
where imperialism, in the form of the oil 
industry, is hitting the inhabitants. Their 
houses are demolished to make way for a 
camp. The villagers are housed in tents on 
a neighbouring hill. They have to sell their 
most valuable possessions, their camels 
and stallions. More and more authoritar-
ian structures and behaviour have become 
the norm, especially in the relationship be-
tween the Americans and the Arabs. The 
Arabs are the new slaves of the Ameri-
cans. The Americans behave as if they 
were the masters, they force the Arabs to 
work hard, they disregard and mock them. 
Work slaves from all over the world are 
now being hired to work for any meagre 
wage. They are locked up in the camps, 
which are secured with barbed wire. They 
are fingerprinted. There is no more di-
rect contact between the Americans and 

the workers. Everything runs through the 
so-called administration of staff, that is, 
through Arab collaborators of the Amer-
icans and the corrupted emmir.

A community of equals –  
corroded by power

In an intensely moving way, the author 
describes the personal fates of individ-
uals seeking their fortunes in Ḥarrān. 
Munīf succeeds masterfully in arousing 
sympathy in the reader for the lost exist-
ences in this merciless place. The read-
er can adopt the perspective of these peo-
ple and thus live along with them. And 
that’s what gives this novel its value. It 
enables the reader to change the perspec-
tive and thus, to perceive these individu-
als as fellow human beings. So, the read-
er sympathises with the obvious losers of 
the changing social conditions, but also 
with the supposed winners. In this more 
and more capitalist society, the most valu-
able aspect that characterised the old trib-
al relationship of the Arabs is lost, the per-
ception of belonging to a community of 
equals. It is giving way to a class socie-
ty in which all relationships are pervaded 
and eventually corroded by power. How-
ever, the profoundly authoritarian and rac-
ist American model of supremacy cannot 
completely prevail, as it contradicts the 
cultural sensibilities of these people - and 
also human nature. In the end, the work-
ers revolt. The peaceful protest, however, 
is bloodily suppressed with the help of the 
Americans. The emmir goes mad and is 
taken to an unknown place.

Munīf’s novel reinforces compassion 
for these people. However, the author is 
concerned with more than that. Elsewhere 
he remarks: “At the end of the twentieth 
century, with the majority of the world’s 
resources under its control, the United 
States now intend to dominate and con-
trol the intellect and thought as well.”6 His 
work bears witness to an intellectual who 
has both understood and illuminated the 
problem of hegemony in all its aspects and 
who is absolutely clear in rejecting the he-
gemonic aspirations of the Western pow-
ers. A book that is well worth reading in 
every respect. It is available in English. •
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