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Between talks and occupation -
Lebanon at the edge of the Israeli Wall

Lebanon is under
pressure. Domes-
tically, the country
has been experienc-
ing a severe eco-
nomic crisis since
2019; corruption
and cronyism have
not only brought
the banking system
to its knees. The
headquarters of the
state-owned elec-
tricity provider Electricité du Liban (EDL)
has been a ruin since the explosion at the
port of Beirut in 2020. Due to a lack of re-
liable service, electricity and water supply,
education and healthcare have been par-
tially privatised, requiring additional pay-
ments from the population.

Karin Leukefeld
(picture ef)

According to the World Bank, remit-
tances from family members around the
world amount to between 5.8 and 6.7 bil-

* Karin Leukefeld is an ethnologist, scholar of
Islam and political science, and historian. She
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ent since 2000. Her main areas of focus are the
Near and Middle East. Her latest book is entitled
“War in the Middle East: Geopolitics, Devasta-
tion, Resistance and the Awakening of a Region”
(Hintergrund-Verlag 2024)

by Karin Leukefeld

lion US dollars annually, sometimes rep-
resenting more than 30 percent of the
country’s gross domestic product. The
money is sent via private financial in-
stitutions and transfers and enables peo-
ple to pay for necessary hospital costs or
school or university fees for their chil-
dren. It also helps to cover the high costs
of mobile phones, generator electrici-
ty, and additional water deliveries. Or it
helps to buy solar panels, pay for repairs
to homes destroyed in Israeli attacks, or
repay a payday loan.

Since the 19" century, hundreds of
thousands of Lebanese have emigrated
or fled due to famine, forced conscrip-
tion (under the Ottoman Empire), wars,
and unemployment, and now they live
on every continent. Their remittances to
family members in Lebanon are the true
economic foundation of the approximate-
ly five million Lebanese who still live in
the country.

Israel refuses to withdraw

The current situation for the population in
Lebanon has deteriorated further. Almost
20 per cent of the south of the country is
occupied by Israeli troops, who daily blow
up, bulldoze, or set fire to houses, farms,
schools, cemeteries, places of worship,
olive groves, and orchards.

The Lebanese government leaders,
President Joseph Aoun and Prime Min-
ister Nawal Salam, declared Hezbollah,
which had resisted the Israeli army and
its occupation forces in Lebanon since the
early 1980s, illegal and ordered its disar-
mament.

Mediated by the US administration —
more precisely, under the threat from US
Special Envoy Tom Barrack that all of
Lebanon could be destroyed and over-
run by Israel' — the Lebanese president in-
structed the Lebanese ambassador to the
US to initiate talks with the Israeli ambas-
sador to the US. The talks, initially held at
the US State Department in Washington,
D.C., took place in a trilateral format with
the US Secretary of State. The result was
a trilateral framework agreement.

In early August, the negotiators met
in Rome for what was now the seventh
round? of talks. The demands of Lebanon
and Israel remain far apart. US mediators
are trying to dissuade the Lebanese from
their core demand — the complete with-
drawal of Israeli troops from all Lebanese
territory. But negotiations have stalled.

Israel categorically rejects the pro-
posal to demonstrate goodwill through
so-called “pilot zones” with a “gradu-
al withdrawal”. After the first three lo-

continued on page 2

ICRC president: At 77, the Geneva Conventions

remain indispensable to humanity and global stability

Statement by Mirjana Spoljaric, President of the ICRC,
to mark the 77" anniversary of the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 on 12 August

On 12 August 1949, states came togeth-
er in the wake of the unprecedented death
and destruction of the Second World War
to adopt the Geneva Conventions. In
doing so, they committed to universal red-
lines for how wars can be fought.
Seventy-seven years later, the prom-
ise made by states to preserve humani-
ty in war is eroding at an alarming pace.
The world is counting more conflicts each
year. Technologies like drones and cyber
capabilities are reshaping the battlefield
and erasing the notion of a clearly defined

frontline. Atrocities are becoming danger-
ously normalised and the victims of war
dehumanized.

In today’s interconnected world, no one
is immune to the effects of war. As parties
to the Geneva Conventions, states bear a
unique responsibility to uphold these life-
saving rules. Doing so is a moral and stra-
tegic imperative that protects people both
near and far the frontlines. It is also foun-
dational to global peace and prosperity.

Changing course is still possible, but
only if exceptional efforts are made now to

strengthen respect for and commitment to
international humanitarian law. More than
115 states have officially joined a global ini-
tiative to renew political will for internation-
al humanitarian law. I call on all states who
have not yet joined to do so. The world fu-
ture generations will inherit depends on the
decisions world leaders make today to com-
mit to preserving these lifesaving rules. o

Source: https://www.icrc.org/en/statement/icrc-
president-at-77-geneva-conventions-remain-in-
dispensable-humanity-global-stability of 12 Au-
gust 2026
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The Lebanese family’s house before the destruction (picture MS) —

and a satellite image showing the rubble (framed) (pictureOnGeo Satellite Image).

“Between talks and occupation ..."”
continued from page 1

cations — of which the Israeli army was
only present on the periphery of one —
the Lebanese want to declare Khiam and
Bint Jbeil as two further “pilot zones”.
Both locations lie between the UN-
marked ceasefire line, the “Blue Line”,
and the Litani River. Israel occupies the
area and has no intention of withdrawing,
as Israeli officials emphasise daily.* Ac-
cording to reports, “‘election centres” are
even currently being set up there so that
Israeli occupation troops can participate
in the Knesset parliamentary elections at
the end of October.

The “pilot zone” plan envisioned the
Israeli army withdrawing, the Lebanese
army taking up positions, and beginning
the disarmament of Hezbollah. Hezbollah
rejects the plan, and General Rodolphe
Haykal, the commander-in-chief of the
Lebanese army, knows, as does retired
Lebanese general and current president of
Lebanon, Joseph Aoun, that Hezbollah’s
disarmament will only be possible in con-
sultation with Hezbollah themselves. A
prerequisite for this is the complete with-
drawal of Israeli forces from Lebanon. But
there is no movement on that front.

According to the Lebanese daily news-
paper “L’Orient Le Jour” (in English),
Lebanon and the Lebanese negotiating
delegation are facing an “Israeli wall” in
Rome. And in Lebanon, the population is
facing a wall of fire. Because while talks
are taking place in Rome, Israel is increas-
ing military pressure on the country.

Changing the rules
of the game in the Middle East

Israel is planning a long occupation of
Lebanon, one that is intended to go far be-
yond “security for Israel and its citizens.”
The Israeli daily newspaper “Maariv”
published a report at the start of talks in
Rome on 4 August, about a “secret annex”
to the trilateral framework agreement be-
tween the US, Israel, and Lebanon. This
reportedly contains long-term economic
and constitutional provisions.

The response to an inquiry by the Bei-
rut-based author of this text was that, ac-
cording to “Maariv”, Israeli officials have
leaked parts of the agreement, while Leb-
anese reports have confirmed the annex’s
existence. The document envisions a com-
plete end to the state of war between the
two countries and a direct mechanism for
military and security coordination be-
tween the Israeli and Lebanese armies.

Once this mechanism was activated,
mediation by a third country would no
longer be necessary. All external over-
sight and verification of disarmament in
southern Lebanon might be waived. Ac-
cording to “Maariv”, this would represent
a shift from the traditional model of inter-
national mediation to a direct bilateral re-
lationship, if implemented. Given the ac-
tual power dynamics between Lebanon
and Israel, this would effectively give Is-
rael control over Lebanon.

Under pressure from the US, Israel, and
their Western EU partners, the UN Securi-
ty Council halted the long-standing man-
date of the UN peacekeeping mission in
southern Lebanon* as of the end of 2026.
All UNIFIL troops are to be withdrawn
by the end of 2027. A letter® signed by 86
of the 120 Lebanese members of parlia-
ment, which demands a strengthening of
UNIFIL and the continued presence of the
mission in southern Lebanon, was deliv-
ered to the UN representative in Lebanon
at the end of July. The letter and its de-
mands and warnings were largely ignored
by the media and politicians.

According to “Maariv”’, Lebanon’s
economy 1is at the core of the described
annex document, specifically gas and oil.
A reorganisation under US supervision
and Israeli control is intended to “change
the rules of the game in the Middle East.”
Lebanon’s offshore gas and oil reserves
are to be developed with US approval.
The port of Haifa (Israel) is to be expand-
ed into the most important hub for export-
ing oil and natural gas to Europe.

The “annex”, if it actually exists,
strongly resembles the former colonial-
imperial interests of Great Britain during

the First World War and the Paris Peace
Conference of 1919. At that time, British
oil companies sat at the negotiating table
to ensure control of oil from Iran, Iraq,
and Saudi Arabia “from source to port” for
export. The ports in question were Basra
(Persian Gulf) and Haifa (British Mandate
territory after 1919).

Human Dignity

In all the developments described, the
Lebanese population plays no role for the
media and politicians. Daily life in Leba-
non is characterised by immense suffer-
ing and loss, insecurity and, above all, in-
justice. International actors in the Western
Hemisphere remain silent about the war
crimes committed by the Israeli army and
government in order to advance their own
interests.

Talk of “peace,” “negotiations”, and
“transition processes” only masks what
is really happening: Israel is ravaging and
destroying southern Lebanon with money
and weapons supplied by its partners in
the US administration, Great Britain,
France, Germany, and Italy. Israeli gov-
ernment officials threaten southern Leba-
non, saying it will look like Gaza® — de-
stroyed.

The international arrest warrants
against Netanyahu and Gallant for the
genocide in Gaza are ignored and met by
the US administration “with a campaign to
destroy the International Criminal Court
in The Hague™”’. International and human-
itarian law is being violated, and the dig-
nity of the people in the region is being
trampled underfoot. Politicians and the
media are standing by as the lives of peo-
ple they have never met, who have never
harmed a hair on their heads, are reduced
to rubble.

EEIN3

‘They even destroyed the cemetery’

It is Monday, August 3, when the author
receives the following message:

“This morning, Israel coldly de-
stroyed our last remaining fami-

continued on page 3
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“Between talks and occupation ...”

continued from page 2
ly home. They ripped it apart with
explosives. In a few moments, the
home my family built, the home we
lived in, the place we could always
return to, the home where we were
protected and loved, was reduced
to rubble and ashes. And so, final-
ly, our home has met the same fate
as our entire village, which had al-
ready been destroyed.

We were not a political family; we
are civilians, our house was a home
for ordinary people: educated, cos-
mopolitan, and open to everyone.
Our home believed in peace, and
we have always been open to peace,
not for one side, but for all. Nothing
protected us. Israel’s impunity, made
possible by overwhelming Ameri-
can power and support, has finally
reached our doorstep. What makes it
especially cruel is knowing that this
isn’t happening for the first time.

In 1982, during the Siege of Bei-
rut, my parents were newlyweds,
and Israel evicted them from their
first home. They rebuilt it. During
the occupation of southern Leb-
anon, which reached its peak in
2000, they endured the same or-
deal. They rebuilt their home. In
2006, war broke out again. And
again, they rebuilt everything. Now,
in 2026, Israel has coldly destroyed
what was left.

For more than four decades, my
Sfamily was forced to watch how eve-
rything they worked for was repeat-
edly taken from them. Homes. Land.
Security. A lifetime of work. Proper-
ty worth millions of dollars and eve-
rything that money can’t put a price
on. Rooms filled with memories,
things carried from one stage of life
to the next, the tangible evidence
of a family’s existence, the simple
certainty that somewhere in this
world there was a place where we
belonged. Gone. There is no injury
that dehumanises a person more. To
be physically unharmed but without
humanity, without basic dignity and
equality, is a fate worse than death.

They took everything from us;
nothing is left. And we did nothing
to deserve this.”

Attached to the message is a photo of the
beautiful family home, surrounded by
lush greenery. Above the reddish-brown
tile roofs, a brilliant blue sky. Below it
is a recent satellite image that the family
searched for and found. Where the house
once stood, only a pile of rubble remains,
surrounded by gray, scorched land. The
village is called Haddatha®, says Musta-

pha S., the person I am speaking with,
and it is located in the Bint Jbeil district.
“The bombings are still going on today,”
he adds.

In a conversation a few days later, the
author learns that the family, who live
scattered all over, used to spend every
summer there. After the father retired 15
years ago, the parents settled permanent-
ly in the village and their beautiful villa.
“My father inherited the land from his fa-
ther; our neighbours were our uncles and
aunts. There were four houses in total.
All of them were destroyed with dyna-
mite on the same day.” They had thought,
and probably hoped, that the fighting had
stopped, since their village had come
under Israeli occupation. “We thought
that at least the destruction would end.
But they coldly bulldozed the entire vil-
lage and the surrounding area, house by
house.” He sends a voice message of his
cousin. She is crying; her childhood home
was also destroyed. “They destroyed the
cemetery too”, he adds.

The interviewee recalls he had already
come to know the Israeli occupation forc-
es as a child,: “I grew up under occupa-
tion, that was before we fled to the Ara-
bian Gulf in 1993. I'll never forget the

checkpoints, those huge weapons they
carried. I was just a child.” But some-
how it was different back then: “They
were occupiers, yes, but they saw us as
human beings.” That has changed: “Hu-
manity has somehow completely disap-
peared into the background.” Back then,
his grandparents lived in that house. His
family always spent the entire summer
there when there was no school. “To get
there, we had to pass four checkpoints.
Two Syrian checkpoints and two Israeli
checkpoints. The Israelis built their base
at the top of the hill, the highest point
in the village. But back then, we could
reach our homes, our land, our families.”
“In today’s world, there is only scorched
earth politics.”

Later, he adds another message. He
says he harbours no hidden resentment to-
ward Jews or Israelis, and he wishes nei-
ther them nor anyone else what he and his
family are currently experiencing. “I be-
lieve in diplomacy, I believe in peace. I be-
lieve in the safety of Jews in the Middle
East. I believe in humanity and in the com-
passion of my fellow human beings.” But
this must not come “at the expense of the
peace and humanity of others.” “We are

continued on page 4

kl. When Mustapha S. (on 14 August
2026) learns that the report is to be pub-
lished in a Swiss newspaper, he is over-
whelmed. When the author asks him if
he would like to add anything, he says
yes, in order to clarify the context. In a
telephone message, he talks about how
“they"”, before “they” destroyed the
houses, always looted and stole the res-
idents’ possessions. He knows this from
eyewitnesses in the neighbouring vil-
lage; he has seen the footage of sol-
diers helping themselves to food in the
kitchens of the houses they occupied and
then blew up. The rubble of his family
home contains no trace of furnishings,
no paint, he says; not a single armchair
protrudes from the rubble anywhere.
He talks about the mahogany table in
his parents’ house, the carefully cho-
sen furniture, valuable carpets, paint-
ings, heirlooms and antiques that he
brought home from his travels. During
the war in 2006, “they” had already oc-
cupied his parents’ house once before.
To gain entry, “they” had blown a hole
in the side wall of the house. They left
the inscription “Hellfire”, in Hebrew, in
the soft plaster of the bathroom. Here is
a transcript of what Mustapha S. report-
ed about the village cemetery.

Complete destruction

“When we heard that the cemetery had
been completely levelled by bulldozers,
we asked ourselves: Why?! In any reli-
gion, this represents a grave violation
of the rights of the deceased and their

Postscript

dignity. But then we realised that ceme-
teries in southern Lebanon play a crucial
role for the respective village communi-
ties. All the cemeteries in the villages are
within walking distance. In our case, you
can see the cemetery from almost any-
where in the village, as it lies in the val-
ley. The hills rise up around it, and we
can literally see when someone is walk-
ing to the cemetery. When my aunt goes
down there, | can see her from our house
as a tiny figure in the distance and know
that she is visiting our grandfather’s
grave. | can see where my grandfather
is buried. It is customary that when you
come to the village to visit your parents,
you visit the cemetery first before set-
ting foot in the house. You pay your re-
spects to your ancestors and only then
go home. People who miss their loved
ones deeply go there even before sun-
rise. The cemetery plays a very impor-
tant role in the lives of the villagers; it is
also their final resting place. My parents
lived in an Arab Gulf state for more than
35 years; we always knew where they
would rest in peace, where they would
be laid to rest. That is very important to
us - it is like having your own home in
life. For us, this final resting place — espe-
cially in our own village — means that our
family name lives on for the next gener-
ation. That place no longer exists. Now
that the initial shock has subsided some-
what, it’s becoming clear to us: this is
complete annihilation.”

(Translation Current Concerns)
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(Not just) German illusions about the war in Ukraine

km. In a recent articlel, Gert Ewen Ungar
has not only examined the all-too-famil-
iar mainstream German narrative as to
why Russia must inevitably lose the war
against Ukraine and why Germany now
believes it is “on the right side of history”.
According to this, on 24 February 2022,
Russia «brutally invaded Ukraine com-
pletely without provocation and in breach
of international law’, is pursuing “imperi-
alist aims through its war of aggression”
and intends to «annex Ukraine and sub-
sequently invade NATO countries». Rus-
sia must therefore “be stopped”. This can
be achieved “by arming Ukraine, which
must prevail over Russia”. “Solidarity in
the form of funding and arms supplies to
Ukraine” is already dictated by “Germa-

“Between talks and occupation ...”
continued from page 3

all equal and should live together in peace
and dignity in these our countries. Stop the

war!” o
' hitps://today.lorientlejour.com/arti-
cle/1465739/behind-thomas-barracks-visit-to-
lebanon.html
hitps://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/8/4/sev-
enth-round-of-israel-lebanon-talks-begins-whats-
on-the-agenda
https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/is-
rael-said-refusing-further-withdrawals-from-leb-
anon-amid-spat-over-who-will-verify-hezbollah-
disarmament/
hitps://unifil.unmissions.org/en/unifil-mandate

> https://english.news.cn/20260724/3dca97254a784
3db8eel082¢2563747f/c.html
hitps://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/
katz-says-israel-will-demolish-lebanon-border-vil-
lages-create-gaza-style-buffer-zone/
hitps://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-
spokesperson/2026/07/state-department-launch-
es-campaign-to-dismantle-international-criminal-
courts-threat-to-american-sovereignty
hitps://timesofoman.com/article/175258-israe-
li-military-carries-out-explosion-in-lebanons-
haddatha

First published https://www.nachdenkseiten.
de/?p=154740 of 8 August 2026

(Translation Current Concerns)

ny’s commitment to justice and its moral
convictions”.

Ungar, however, argues: “There are at
least two problems with this account. The
first is that the account is heavily abridged,
misrepresents the build-up to the war and
thus prevents Germany from playing a
part in resolving the conflict, because its
causes are not adequately addressed.” But
what is even more important is this: “Out-
side the German and Western European
bubble, who actually follows the Western
narrative on the war in Ukraine and sup-
ports the aim of Russia losing this war?
The answer to this question is simple: no
one. No country outside the collective
West has any interest in Russia losing this
war. To put it more accurately: no country
outside Western Europe has any interest
in the West winning this war. This prob-
lem has not even been acknowledged in
Germany”.

The war in Ukraine is, in fact, a “symp-
tom of a changing geopolitical order”. The
West is losing its power and is no longer in
a position to “dictate its terms”’. The con-
flict in Ukraine is a manifestation of this.
The fact that Western Europeans “want to
station their troops in Ukraine and admit
the country into NATO” shows “even after
more than four years of war, they still have
not understood the new balance of power
and are not prepared to adapt to it”. It is
the Ukrainians, above all, who are paying
the high price for this.

According to Ungar, the new order is
replacing “the rules-based order, which is
perceived as unjust by the majority of the
world’s states”. He argues that «in Germa-
ny, there is a complete lack of proper re-
flection» on this fact and its implications
for the conflict in Ukraine. From the per-
spective of the “majority of the world”,
Russia must not lose the war in Ukraine,
“as that would mean that the hated rules-
based order — Western hegemony — would
remain entrenched for decades to come”.

If Russia were to lose the war in
Ukraine, “a significant centre of power
within the multipolar order would be
weakened before this new order could
exert its stabilising influence”. This would
be “not in the interests of the vast majority
of the world’s states”.

The shift towards a multipolar world
order cannot be reversed. “The hope asso-
ciated with it and the promise it holds are
enormous. The rules-based order is to be
replaced by the democratisation of inter-
national relations. This means that sover-
eign states, on the basis of the United Na-
tions Charter, settle their affairs amongst
themselves through diplomatic channels.
The colonial and imperialist Western
world order would thus come to an end.
Many countries would see this as a liber-
ating breakthrough.”

“No one outside the sphere of influ-
ence of Western propaganda” believes the
narrative “of an innocent Ukraine, striv-
ing for democracy and Western freedom,
which has been invaded by an anti-demo-
cratic Russia and is being prevented from
developing”. Quite the opposite is true.
“Outside the West, it is clear that the war
in Ukraine is a manifestation of the West’s
desire to cling to its hegemony and con-
tinue to dictate terms. Yet sovereign states
have no place in the Western order.”

Finally: “Germany’s position on the
Ukraine conflict — its refusal to engage in
diplomacy, coupled with its insistence that
Russia must bow to Western and German
demands — is therefore extremely short-
sighted. Ultimately, this is detrimental not
only to Ukraine, but above all to Germa-
ny. German policymakers are clinging to a
system that is in decline and are thus miss-
ing the opportunity to help shape the one
that is on the rise.” .

' hitps://de.rt.com/meinung/288263-welche-
staaten-und-regionen-wollen/
of 10 August 2026
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Switzerland’s so-called ‘flexible neutrality’ —
a case of false labelling from Bern

A persistent misconception has taken hold
in the Swiss media and political parties,
and, regrettably, in the minds of some el-
oquent Swiss politicians as well. Certain
circles, including the current leadership of
the Swiss Social Democratic Party (SP),
reject the neutrality initiative due to be put
to a referendum primarily on the grounds
that it would prohibit economic sanctions
in future. To this end, the trump card of
“solidarity” is also being trotted out.

Solidarity — a grand, yet often mis-
used word. Solidarity with whom? With
the scatterbrained and unscrupulous
Donald Trump? He makes use of Switzer-
land’s good offices and, even on the eve
of his planned attack on Iran in February
2026, pretends as though he wants to dis-
cuss peace seriously with its negotiators.
A few hours after an agreement that was
within touching reach in Geneva, Ameri-
can bombs strike Iran once again, killing
high-ranking officials in the government,
the military high command and religious
institutions. They also kill schoolchil-
dren — a blind, frenzied mass murder, a
treacherously orchestrated act of pure de-
struction. This is and remains a grave war
crime, yet another in which Israel’s cur-
rent leadership is complicit, in addition to
its targeted killings in the Gaza Strip.

Is this what the future of our world is
supposed to look like? Terror and mas-
sive destruction for a country that wishes
to follow a different path to that dictated
by the US and the EU?

Switzerland has, on several occasions
in the past, mustered the courage to reject
illegal economic sanctions unilaterally im-
posed by the US or the EU, invoking its
neutrality. It did well to do so. But sudden-
ly, overnight, at a nod from “Big Brother”,
there was a full 180-degree U-turn. It has
now been proven time and again that eco-
nomic sanctions against countries and in-
dividuals have become a lethal weapon in
economic wars. They replace or accompa-
ny warfare on the battlefields, but often in-
flict equal or even greater damage on those
affected. Their architects are well aware of
this; that is precisely what they want. This
was made abundantly clear by the “slip
of the tongue” from the then-naive Ger-
man Foreign Minister in the Scholz gov-
ernment, when she said: “We are waging
a war against Russia”, the aim of which is
“to ruin Russia”. Annalena Baerbock (cur-
rently President of the UN General As-
sembly!) must have known that, accord-
ing to independent studies all reaching the
same conclusion, sanctions primarily af-

by Peter Kiipfer

fect the civilian popula-
tion, including an alarm-
ingly high number of
children. This is due to
malnutrition, poor hy-
giene and a lack of medi-
cal care resulting from the
sanctions.

In war-torn areas in
particular, sanctions
have a deadly impact on
the civilian population.
However, according to
recent findings, this ter-
rible weapon of econom-
ic warfare is ineffective in
achieving the objectives
put forward by those who
employ it. Despite the US

Kein
KRIEG.

zur Schweizer
Neutralitat

www.neutralitaet-ja.ch

hundreds of young peo-
ple to their certain deaths
every day. To what end?
For whom? As far as gen-
uine peace in the world
is concerned, the elabo-
rate Swiss scenario led
to a complete failure. No
wonder, when only one
side of those embroiled
in this terrible, protract-
ed war is allowed to ap-
pear, whilst the other is
ignored. This was yet an-
other signal to the world
that Switzerland has aban-
doned its neutrality (in fa-
vour of the US). The Biir-
genstock event was not

forcing other countries to
participate in its econom-
ic warfare, Cuba, for example, remains
socialist, whilst the Taliban continue to
rule in Afghanistan. Iraq, which has been
bombed back to the Stone Age, is still an-
ything but a democracy today. Neither
there, nor in Iran, nor in Russia have sanc-
tions led to the formation of an insurgency
against the government, as Trump’s delu-
sional advisers apparently still believe. On
the contrary, in both Iran and Russia, the
West’s actions have led the population to
decide to defend itself against external in-
terference that violates international law.
Nevertheless, the catastrophic misery
in Africa and the Middle East — which
is constantly exacerbated by sanctions —
continues to grow. The Geneva-based In-
ternational Committee of the Red Cross
has repeatedly drawn attention to this with
increasing desperation. Neither Putin nor
Iran has caused this misery; rather, it has
been caused primarily by the Americans
with their so-called “war on terror” — from
Clinton through Bush and Biden to Trump
— obediently followed by the doomsday
warmongers in Brussels, who have no
other vision of world peace than that of a
NATO that has become aggressive.
Official Switzerland, based in Bern,
continues in practice to meekly kowtow
to the so-called powerful and to the noto-
rious war criminal Trump, who unleashes
bloody wars with as much nonchalance as
if he were playing golf — a national dis-
grace. The Swiss Federal Council wants to
be able to stick to its “flexible neutrality”.
To what end? With its “flexible neutrality”,
it did not put a stop to the madness on the
Biirgenstock, but instead staged it before
the whole world as an elaborate show for
Zelenskyy, who for years has been sending

a peace conference, but
a military parade of pro-
American figures — highly embarrassing
for our country — without a single word of
concern for those revelling there. This was
not the Swiss model of conflict resolution
exemplified by figures such as Henri Du-
four, Henry Dunant, Konrad 1lg, Giuseppe
Motta, Henri Guisan, Didier Burkhalter
and others — true servants of the common
good of Switzerland, with an open-mind-
ed view of a world bleeding from many
wounds.

What our Federal Council as a whole
has achieved in recent years in this frac-
tured world has often amounted to kow-
towing to powers that were mistakenly re-
garded as all-powerful. And even if they
were, it is a Swiss tradition that we stand
firm, do not sell off our sovereignty, but
demand it out of conviction. Proven stead-
fastness is our best defence; credible neu-
trality is the key to this. There is a great
deal of damage that needs to be repaired.
Roger Koppel (Weltwoche daily of 1 Au-
gust) has called this state of affairs by its
real name: for him, the term ‘“flexible neu-
trality” is not only arbitrary, it is also mis-
leading and thus a form of “slang used by
crooks”. Should Switzerland continue to
persist with this barely concealed tacit ac-
quiescence to the obvious misdeeds of the
supposedly stronger party — and remain
steadfastly silent about those of its ally as
well? What sort of parliament do we actu-
ally have if it allows this blatant one-sid-
edness in the Swiss government’s actions
to go unchallenged and even accepts it as
neutrality?

There is a good reason why the Neu-
trality Initiative is finally putting a de-
finitive stop to these deadly weapons of
continued on page 6
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Federal Council press conference -
it couldn’t be more distorted

mw. A credibly neutral Switzerland does
not take sides in wars, does not im-
pose sanctions that violate human rights
against the civilian population, and, on
this basis, offers its good offices to all par-
ties to a conflict. Until the 1990s, this was
taken for granted by every Swiss citizen
and also by most of our “servants of the
people”. Because the Federal Council has,
since then, increasingly deviated from the
law and policy of neutrality, it has become
necessary to enshrine these principles of
Swiss neutrality in the Federal Constitu-
tion. That is the aim of the Neutrality In-
itiative, which, as is well known, enjoys
support far beyond the confines of any sin-
gle political party.

What Federal Councillor Ignazio Cas-
sis had to say to the media on 11 August
regarding the initiative confirms its ur-
gency. The referendum question was not:
“Should Switzerland remain neutral?”
There is no doubt that Switzerland is and
will remain neutral, according to Cassis.
The question is rather whether the coun-
try “needs a new, rigid form of neutral-
ity”. Against his better judgement — or
without any knowledge of Swiss histo-
ry? Or both? — Foreign Minister Cassis
once again proclaimed that the practice
of “flexible neutrality” had stood the test
of time for over 180 years. This is pure
manipulation, built upon his customary
misuse of the concept of neutrality for
the purpose of abolishing Swiss neutral-
ity. The founders of the federal state of
1848 would be turning in their graves at
such a distortion of history.

“Switzerland’s so-called ..."”
continued from page 5

sanctions. They must be condemned. This
gives us the space to show genuine solidar-
ity — not with so-called world rulers, but
with populations suffering under the de-
lusions of grandeur of unscrupulous war
mongers. That is where Switzerland’s true
solidarity lies: solidarity with people in
distress, not with self-obsessed egomani-
acs backed by the arms and financial lob-
bies that profit handsomely from perpet-
ual war. The whole world, especially its
underprivileged sections, has repeatedly
pinned its hopes on this genuine solidarity
— including on neutral Switzerland. There
is only one remedy for the silent complic-
ity of official Switzerland in the face of
glaring, daily injustices: a resolute “yes”
to consistent Swiss neutrality, on the ref-
erendum weekend of 27 September 2026,
and before and after that date. .

mw. Markus Mdadder was appointed
Head of the State Secretariat for Securi-
ty Policy (SEPOS) within the Federal De-
partment of Defence (DDPS) on 1 Jan-
uary 2024. This was a somewhat hasty
appointment - given that, just a few
months earlier, the Federal Council had
appointed Jean-Daniel Ruch as State
Secretary at SEPOS with effect from 1
January 2024. In the Federal Council’s
press release of 15 September 2023,
Ruch was praised in the highest terms:
“Jean-Daniel Ruch is a profound expert
on the security policy systems of Swit-
zerland and other countries. With his
track record in national and internation-
al contexts, his many years’ experience
in the civil service and the diplomatic
service, and his education and profes-
sional development, he fully meets the
requirements for the role of State Sec-
retary. In particular, he possesses oper-
ational and strategic leadership experi-
ence and is thoroughly familiar with the
workings of politics and public adminis-
tration at federal level.”

A few weeks later, the Federal Coun-
cil issued a terse statement saying that,

No place in the Federal Department of Defence, Civil
Protection and Sport (DDPS) for supporters of Swiss neutrality

according to DDPS Chief Viola Amherd,
Jean-Daniel Ruch had “decided, after
careful consideration, not to take on
the leadership of the SEPOS State Sec-
retariat”. We do not wish to speculate
on what transpired in the meantime. All
that is known is that this distinguished,
long-serving diplomat is a staunch ad-
vocate of Swiss neutrality and active-
ly supports the Neutrality Initiative.
Markus Mader, on the other hand -
who was surprisingly quick to emerge
as a suitable candidate for the DDPS - is
a fervent advocate of Switzerland’s in-
tegration into NATO.

No place in the DDPS for support-
ers of Swiss neutrality — it sends a shiver
down your spine.

Sources: “Jean-Daniel Ruch wird
Staatssekretar fur Sicherheitspoli-

tik” (Jean-Daniel Ruch to become State
Secretary for Security Policy), Feder-

al Council press release of 15 Septem-
ber 2023; “Jean-Daniel Ruch tritt Amt

als Staatssekretér nicht an” (Jean-Dan-
iel Ruch will not take up the post of State
Secretary), Federal Council press release
of 25 October 2023

But, Mr Federal Councillor, the refer-
endum question reads exactly as follows:
“Should Switzerland remain neutral?”
Namely, perpetually, armed and fully neu-
tral, as it has always been in keeping with
the Swiss conception of the state. “Flexi-
ble” neutrality is a concept devised by the
Federal Administration with the aim of in-
tegrating our country into the NATO and
EU military machinery, and it must be dis-
carded without delay.

Cassis was flanked at the press confer-
ence by Markus Mdder, State Secretary
for Security Policy at the Federal Depart-
ment of Defence (DDPS) (see box), who
was quick to correct his boss when the lat-
ter inadvertently said: “The more uncer-
tain the world becomes, the more impor-
tant it is that Switzerland can safeguard
its interests independently”, without hav-
ing its course dictated by Moscow, Brus-
sels or Washington.

Mider clearly does not think much
of our country’s independence; instead,
he remarked, “Joint exercises with part-
ner states have been standard practice for
decades. If such cooperation were only to
take place in the event of war, the country
would quickly find itself in dire straits”.

As we know from Swiss history, the
opposite is in fact true: particularly in

times of heightened risk of war, the best
protection for our country is not member-
ship of a military alliance, but a return to
credible neutrality that is worthy of the
name. Logically, as a small country in the
heart of Europe, we are “reliant on coop-
eration”; the question is simply what one
means by that.

There is nothing wrong with purchas-
ing military equipment from abroad (it
doesn’t necessarily have to be overpriced
US stealth bombers with the Pentagon in
the cockpit), nor is there anything wrong
with our pilots carrying out flight exer-
cises in countries with more spacious air-
space; however, there is an objection to
our army’s participation in NATO col-
lective defence exercises and to the tran-
sit and overflight of foreign troops across
Swiss territory. The benchmark must al-
ways be Switzerland’s integral neutrality,
which has stood the test of time for cen-
turies.

We, the citizens, still have the final say.
Let us not allow a handful of power-hun-
gry politicians and NATO-aligned officers
to try to further derail our unique, neutral,
directly democratic and federalist Swit-
zerland. It is up to us to vote “yes” on 27
September to Swiss neutrality — perpetual,
armed and integral. .
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Honest information for citizens or manipulation?

“Neutrality is by far the most important
principle of Swiss foreign policy. It serves
as the guiding principle in major foreign
policy matters. If every state were to com-
mit itself to neither initiating war nor al-
lowing itself to be drawn into a war in-
stigated by others, then [...] world peace
would exist. Yet even if perpetual and
armed neutrality is practised by just a sin-
gle state, it remains a factor for peace.”
We Swiss are facing a referendum that
is of existential importance for the future
of our country. It is important to speak out
in favour of Switzerland’s perpetual armed
neutrality, this cornerstone of our model of
statehood, which guarantees our country’s
freedom, sovereignty and independence.
Let us not be misled by the absurd claim
that joining military alliances would pro-
tect us against some kind of danger. As we
know from history, it is neutrality that pro-
tects our country from being drawn into
international conflicts. At the same time, it
is the foundation of a credible peace pol-

icy.

‘Factsheet’: Good Offices —
Federal Council overturns its own
interpretation of neutrality

Just in time for the vote on the Neutrality
Initiative, the Federal Council published
a “Fact Sheet: Neutrality and Good Offic-
es” on 3 July 2026, in which the insepara-
ble link between Switzerland’s historical-
ly established good offices and neutrality
is simply omitted. Instead, it claims that
neutrality is “in principle not an indispen-
sable prerequisite for offering good offic-
es”. Good offices are, it argues, also of-
fered by non-neutral states, “such as the
USA, Norway or, more recently, Qatar and
Pakistan”.

We have reached the point where the
Federal Council mentions Switzerland’s
good offices in the same breath as the US
hegemon’s unscrupulous power games!
Have we already forgotten that the US
bombed its “negotiating partner” in the
midst of peace talks with Iran? The fact that
Pakistan and other non-belligerent parties
offer their services in international conflicts
on a case-by-case basis is a sign of the will-
ingness — amongst people as well as states
— to come to one another’s aid. Switzer-
land’s good offices, on the other hand, are
closely intertwined with the country’s en-
during neutrality and are perceived as such
throughout the world. Of all people, the
Federal Council — which has largely squan-
dered Switzerland’s credibility as a neutral
mediator or host state in recent years — now
wants to convince voters that neutrality is
not actually necessary for Switzerland to

by Dr iur. Marianne Wiithrich

provide its good offices — “that’s the last
straw”! Switzerland would be ideally suit-
ed to the negotiations between the US and
Iran, given that it has represented the in-
terests of the US in Tehran as a protecting
power for decades. Restoring the interna-
tional community’s trust in Switzerland’s
impartiality is a key objective of the Neu-
trality Initiative.

Just a few years ago, the FDFA still had,
at least in theory, a clear understanding of
what Swiss neutrality meant. Although the
2022 information booklet “Switzerland’s
Neutrality” justifies some of the problem-
atic steps taken in recent decades to erode
neutrality — such as the adoption of the
EU’s sanctions against Russia, which con-
travene neutrality — it also contains many
key statements on neutrality which we must
urgently remind the Federal Council of
today. Large sections of the FDFA’s book-
let read like a case for the Neutrality Initia-
tive. Below are some extracts.’

‘Neutrality is part
of our identity’ (FDFA 2022)

“Our sense of identity as Swiss citizens
is closely linked to neutrality. It is part of
our identity and our heritage. It is there-
fore not surprising that, in the annual “Se-
curity” studies conducted by ETH Zurich,
large majorities of respondents consistent-
ly express support for maintaining neu-
trality. Historically, neutrality has played
a key role in Switzerland’s development as
a state. It was mentioned as early as 1647
in documents of the Diet of that time. In
1815, it was recognised internationally at
the Congress of Vienna. And from the
founding of the federal state in 1848 to
the present day, it has been a key element
of our security and foreign policy.” (Fore-
word by Ignazio Cassis)

“A defining feature of Swiss identity.
Even though neutrality is no longer neces-
sary today to hold Switzerland — a nation
founded on the will of its people — togeth-
er across its religious, cultural and linguis-
tic divides, it has remained an important
part of Switzerland’s tradition, history and
self-image, and that of its citizens. Neu-
trality enjoys strong support amongst the
Swiss electorate, regardless of gender and
across all age groups, all levels of educa-
tion, all linguistic regions and across the
entire political spectrum.”

‘Impartial Switzerland
can build bridges where others
are blocked’ (FDFA 2022)

“Drawing on its long tradition of good of-
fices and humanitarian aid, Switzerland
gives its neutrality a peace-oriented and

humanitarian focus. It places its foreign
policy and its neutrality at the service of
international security, peace and solidar-
ity. Neutrality serves to help shape peace
in Europe and the world and to facilitate
contact with dialogue partners.”

Neutrality as an opportunity for peace-
building. “Thanks to its neutrality, its hu-
manitarian tradition, its experience and
expertise, Switzerland enjoys a high de-
gree of credibility in the field of peace-
building.”

“Its neutrality and the fact that Switzer-
land has no colonial past, does not belong
to any power bloc and does not pursue a
hidden agenda make it easier for the coun-
try to engage with a wide variety of dia-
logue partners and enable it to play a con-
structive role.”

Good offices. These include safeguard-
ing the interests of third parties (protector-
ate mandates), facilitation and mediation:
“Impartial Switzerland can build bridges
where others are blocked [...].” As well as
its role as a host country: “This is based
on Switzerland’s humanitarian tradition

continued on page 8

Current Concerns

The international journal for independent
thought, ethical standards, moral responsibility,
and for the promotion and respect
of public international law, human rights
and humanitarian law

Publisher: Zeit-Fragen Cooperative

Editor: Erika Vgeli, Eva-Maria Follmer-Miiller
Address: Current Concerns,

P.O. Box 247 CH-9602 Bazenheid

Phone: +41 (0)44 350 65 50

Fax: +41 (0)44 350 65 51

E-Mail: CurrentConcerns@zeit-fragen.ch

Subscription details:
published regularly electronically as PDF file

Annual subscription rate of

SFr. 40,-, € 30,-, £ 25,-, $ 40,-

for the following countries:

Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brunei, Canada,
Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Hongkong, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy,
Japan, Kuwait, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Nether-
lands, New Zealand, Norway, Qatar, Singapore,
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Arab Emirates,
United Kingdom, USA

Annual subscription rate of

SFr. 20,-, € 15,-, £ 12,50, $ 20,-

for all other countries.

Account: PostFinance:

IBAN CH91090000008764 4472 4
BIC POFICHBEXXX

The editors reserve the right to shorten letters to
the editor. Letters to the editor do not necessarily
reflect the views and opinions of Current Concerns.
© 2026. All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or

transmission of this publication may be made without written
permission.




No 17 25 August 2026

Current Concerns

Page 8

"Honest information ...”

continued from page 7

and its history of good offices. In partic-
ular, through the influence of Internation-
al Geneva, which is home to numerous in-
ternational organisations, this role helps to
shape Switzerland’s image in the world.”

Law of neutrality

“The law of neutrality is enshrined in the
Hague Conventions of 1907 on the rights
and duties of neutral powers and persons
in the event of war on land and at sea,
which Switzerland ratified in 1910. [...]
The Hague Conventions of 1907 and cus-
tomary international law are directly ap-
plicable in Switzerland.”

“The law of neutrality obliges a neu-
tral state not to take part in any interna-
tional armed conflicts. Similarly, a neutral
state must not provide military assistance
to belligerent parties, whether through the
provision of troops, armaments or by mak-
ing its own territory available. Further-
more, a neutral state must ensure the invi-
olability of its own territory [...].”

“Switzerland’s neutrality thus prohibits
it from making its territory and airspace
available to belligerent states for the trans-
port of troops or weapons, or from provid-
ing them with military support.”

“A belligerent state involved in an in-
ternational armed conflict must not use the
airspace of a neutral state for military pur-
poses. The neutral state must not tolerate
such acts, which are contrary to neutrality,
within its airspace.”

“In peacetime, under the law of neutral-
ity, a neutral state must not enter into any

Letter to the Editor

Armed neutrality

It has become clear that the American mil-
itary bases, which were supposed to pro-
tect the Gulf states, were in fact the great-
est threat to them. These military bases
were precisely the reason why they were
bombed. If Switzerland does not stay neu-
tral and associates with the NATO, it will
become a party of war, as was unfortunate-
ly already demonstrated by the Buergen-
stock Conference. NATO led the interna-
tional military intervention in Afghanistan
for 18 years, alongside military war activ-
ities in Yugoslavia, Libya and Iraq. The
last interest for us, the Swiss population,
is to be dragged into Europe’s wars. We
need armed neutrality and a well-equipped
army. We do not want a “new kind” of inse-
cure neutrality that changes with the wind.
It is therefore necessary to set clear guide-
lines for the Federal Council and to en-
shrine armed neutrality in the Constitution,
as called for by the Neutrality Initiative.

Marianne Biirkli, Bronschhofen (CH)

Admitting a mistake for the good
of the country - a sign of true greatness

mw. One upright Swiss figure who pos-
sessed the stature to later correct his move
away from neutrality was Federal Councillor
Giuseppe Motta, head of the Political De-
partment (now the Federal Department of
Foreign Affairs, FDFA). He had championed
Switzerland’s accession to the League of Na-
tions — and the consequent abandonment
of its integral neutrality — a step approved
by the Swiss people in 1920. Although Swit-
zerland’s status as a neutral state exempted
it from the obligation to participate in mili-
tary sanctions, it was nonetheless required
to join in imposing economic penalties on
an aggressor. “Many had high hopes for the
League of Nations,” writes Paul Widmer,
“Motta hoped for even more than most
others. He believed that a unique form of
authority would emerge within the organ-
isation.” According to Widmer, Motta con-
sistently strove to gain general acceptance
for mandatory arbitration in disputes be-
tween states, yet he was thwarted by the
great powers; within the League — much
like their modern-day successors in the UN
- they viewed the organisation primarily as
an instrument of power." On the eve of the
Second World War, Switzerland found itself
caught in a conflict between its obligation
to impose sanctions on neighbouring Italy
— with which it naturally maintained close
economic ties — and its neutrality. Federal
Councillor Motta rectified the serious error
he had made in 1920 — a mistake that could

have had disastrous consequences for Swit-
zerland during the Second World War - by
requesting that the League of Nations rec-
ognise Switzerland’s integral neutrality, a
move that succeeded in 1938. After an ex-
ceptionally long tenure as a Federal Council-
lor (1915-1940), Giuseppe Motta died while
he still held office.

Paul Widmer describes Motta as a “for-
eign minister who took office with a truly
idealistic mindset, aiming to introduce
Switzerland into the concert of powers,
yet who ultimately had to be content if
his country could simply maintain its tra-
ditional foreign policy of non-interfer-
ence - a life’s work, then, that remained
unfulfilled, if not outright unsuccessful, in
terms of its original objectives. Yet there
also remain the traces of a shrewd course
of ‘Realpolitik’ that Motta adopted and
successfully steered under the pressure of
adverse times. [...] Taken together — both
the failure and the proven mettle — these
elements bring into clearer focus the
image of a great figure within the Federal
Council.” (Widmer, pp. 300-301)

Our current Federal Councillors are
called upon to likewise acknowledge their
failure and return to a Swiss policy of neu-
trality worthy of the name.

" Widmer, Paul. “Schweizer Ausenpolitik. Von
Charles Pictet de Rochemont bis Edouard
Brunner”, Zurich 2014, p. 258.

commitments which, in the event of war,
would result in a breach of its neutrality.”

“Under the law of neutrality, a neutral
state must treat all parties to a war equally
with regard to the export of military equip-
ment. Going beyond the law of neutrality,
Switzerland has stipulated in its legislation
on war material that exports of war materi-
al shall not be authorised if the country of
destination is involved in an armed conflict.”

Policy of neutrality

“The policy of neutrality comprises all the
measures taken by a state, beyond mere
compliance with the law of neutrality, to
maintain and promote the credibility and
effectiveness of its status as a neutral state
within the international community.”

Characteristics of Swiss neutrality

“Swiss neutrality is permanent. Switzer-
land remains neutral in any armed conflict
between other states, whoever the bellig-
erents may be, whenever and wherever
war may break out.”

“Switzerland’s neutrality is armed.
Switzerland has its own army to defend
its independence and territorial integrity.
The army also serves to prevent acts by
belligerent states on its territory that con-
travene neutrality. [...]”

“Permanent armed neutrality was in-
ternationally recognised at the Congress

of Vienna in 1815 in a declaration by the
major European powers: Russia, England,
Prussia, Austria and France.”

When does neutrality not apply?

“Neutrality does not apply if the UN Se-
curity Council, acting under Chapter VII
of the UN Charter, authorises measures
to maintain or restore international peace
and security.”

“Neutrality does not apply in the event
of an armed attack by another state. In
such a case, the neutral state concerned
may defend itself by all lawful means at
its disposal. This also includes coopera-
tion with other states for the purpose of
collective defence.”

These two rules are also set out in the
Neutrality Initiative (paragraphs 2 and 3).

If one compares the Federal Council’s
2022 brochure on neutrality with its dis-
graceful “fact sheet” on good offices from
2026, there is only one conclusion: back
to providing honest information to the
public! o

' Widmer, Paul. Schweizer Ausenpolitik. Von
Charles Pictet de Rochemont bis Edouard
Brunner (Swiss Foreign Policy: From Charles
Pictet de Rochemont to Edouard Brunner). Zu-
rich 2014. p. 25

2 https://www.eda.admin.ch/eda/de/home/das-eda/
publikationen.html/content/publikationen/de/eda/
schweizer-aussenpolitik/Neutralitaet_Schweiz
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The Bourbaki Panorama — a memorial against war

“War is back — but we have lost
our respect for it”, was the title
given by Hans Bachofner (1931—
2012), a former divisional com-
mander in the Swiss Army and
holder of a doctorate in law, to his
1999 lecture, which dealt with the
consequences of the Kosovo War.!
How much misery have the many
wars that have followed since then
brought to human society! Among
the causes are a disregard for in-
ternational treaties and the UN’s
prohibition on the use of force,
an arrogant pursuit of power and
dominance, and unbridled greed.
Whether these wars are waged
militarily with ever more devastat-
ing weapons or through economic
sanctions — wrongly described as
“soft warfare” — they always result
in thousands of victims and dev-
astated countries. This makes it
all the more urgent to reflect, once
again, on how we can achieve a
more peaceful and equitable co-
existence in our world.

by Eliane Perret

-

Knowledge imparted
without ideology

Anyone who works with children
and young people knows how eas-
ily their curiosity is piqued by the
past. How did people live back
then? Why do wars happen, and
why not in our country? They
would like honest answers to these
questions. And we owe them those
answers. Because no digital media
offering, however sophisticated,
can replace a face-to-face conver-
sation. This challenges parents;
but schools and teachers must also
engage thoroughly with this task.
It’s well worth the time spent on
it! Unfortunately — and this must
be stated here in no uncertain
terms — today’s teaching materi-
als on Swiss history are (for the
most part) characterised by an ide-

i H

=

Over 87,000 soldiers — exhausted, ill or seriously injured — made their way in the bitter cold
across the border into neutral Switzerland, where they found a safe haven and were met with
great kindness and solidarity from the local population. (picture Wikimedia Commons)

ologised approach to history and
are therefore of limited use. Howev-
er, there are also older accounts of
past events which provide an insight
into historical developments and convey
knowledge that is deeply rooted in both
the intellect and the emotions, as well as
moving impressions. Among these is the
Bourbaki Panorama in Lucerne.

A panoramic image —
immediate and touching

A journey through time: It is early in the
morning in early February 1871. In the

The retreat of the Bourbaki Army became one of the first areas where the Red Cross was de-
ployed, providing the soldiers with food and medical care as they made their way to

Switzerland. (picture Wikimedia Commons)

Vaud and Neuchitel Jura, between the
Vallée de Joux, Vallorbe, Sainte-Croix
and Les Verrieres, more than 87,000
French soldiers and officers, accompa-
nied by carts and animals, cross the Swiss
border. The thermometer has been read-
ing minus 22 degrees Celsius for days.
The German-French War of 1870-1871
is drawing to a close. It brought devasta-
tion and physical and mental suffering, as

every war does. Among those caught up
in this procession of misery are Red Cross
volunteers, civilian refugees and a number
of German prisoners of war. Napoleon I1I,
then Emperor of France, had embarked on
a war with the German Kingdom under
King Wilhelm and his Prime Minis-
ter, Otto von Bismarck. It was a war that

continued on page 10
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“The Bourbaki Panorama ...”

continued from page 9

could not be won against an overwhelm-
ingly powerful Prussian army.

France attempted to turn the tide of the
war and mobilised reservists across the
country. African reservists were brought
in from the French colony of Algeria,
whilst grandfathers, fathers and sons from
the rural provinces of France were called
up. France pinned its hopes on this East-
ern Army, commanded by General Bour-
baki, which had been formed with a min-
imum of equipment and training. Soon,
the inadequately trained soldiers found
themselves surrounded near the Swiss
border and cut off from supplies. An es-
cape through Switzerland was the obvious
course of action.

There were 22,000 Swiss soldiers sta-
tioned at the border, tasked with holding
back the beleaguered French troops. After
General Hans Herzog had assessed the sit-
uation in the Jura border town of Les Ver-
rieres, he wanted to secure the border with
an additional contingent of soldiers. How-
ever, he no longer had time to discuss his
plan with the Federal Council.

In the middle of the night on 1 Febru-
ary, a French negotiator asked for an au-
dience with him and, on behalf of Gen-
eral Clinchant, requested permission for
the French Eastern Army to cross into
Switzerland. It was clear to Herzog that
the only option left for the besieged army
was to retreat into Switzerland. But how
could we avert the danger of our coun-
try becoming a theatre of war for French
and German troops? With this in mind, he
told the negotiator that any entry into our
country was conditioned upon the com-
plete and unopposed disarmament of the
troops along with a written authorisation
from the French general. In this way, Her-
zog gained a few hours to draw up, to-
gether with his staff, a ten-point agree-
ment, which was ready at four o’clock in
the morning in three handwritten copies.?
Three conditions were particularly cru-
cial: firstly, the complete disarmament of
the French Eastern Army; secondly, the
return of these weapons following reim-
bursement of the costs that Switzerland
would incur as a result of the soldiers’
presence; and thirdly, the Federal Coun-
cil should have the right to determine the
details of the provisions of the agreement.

87,000 soldiers in
190 municipalities and 24 cantons

For Switzerland, at that time still a young
federal state, an incredibly daunting task
lay ahead. The Federal Council had little
time to make plans, for from 1 to 3 Feb-
ruary an endless column of French sol-
diers, horses, wagons and cannons poured
through Les Verrieres. A villager recalls

his mother’s stories: “My mother could no
longer hold back her tears at the sight of the
unimaginable disaster that was this poor,
defeated, suffering and disorganised army,
which was forced to set foot on Swiss soil
in order to reach safety and save its very
existence.”® The more than 87,000 soldiers
were distributed amongst 190 municipal-
ities in 24 cantons. The canton of Ticino
was the exception, as it was difficult to ac-
cess due to the snow in the mountains.

In order to ensure everyone’s safety and
to make it clear that the fighting had come
to an irrevocable end, they were disarmed
at the border by Swiss military units. It
was only thanks to the authorities” un-
bureaucratic approach and the compas-
sion and solidarity of the general public
that the soldiers could be interned over the
following six weeks. Solothurn, which at
the time had a population of 7,000, took
in 2,600 soldiers. The Jura communities
were particularly hard hit. The border vil-
lage of Les Verrieres alone was assigned
34,000 soldiers. The church and vicarage
were turned into military hospitals, and
barns and stables into dormitories.

First operation of the Red Cross

The local population provided spontane-
ous aid, supplying the arrivals with food,
clothing, and firewood. Volunteers eve-
rywhere helped care for the sick and or-
ganised collection drives for shirts, shoes,
socks, and other aid supplies. This was
desperately needed, as evidenced by the
account of a member of the French “Garde
Mobile”: “People are going down like flies
— some from hunger, others from cold, fa-
tigue, and exhaustion. Everything is gone;
there are no clothes, no shoes, and no
workable soldiers left.”

Many soldiers were suffering from high-
ly contagious and often fatal infectious dis-
eases — a life-threatening danger for those
providing aid. Yet human solidarity pre-
vailed even in difficult times. “Rich and
poor alike donated their supplies, day after
day, with the same enthusiasm and generos-
ity,” noted the 1871 report by the Neuchatel
Red Cross relief committee. Consequently,
the voluntary assistance and private dona-
tions far exceeded the amount Switzerland
ultimately billed to France.

The refugee train also became the first
major operational site for the Internation-
al Red Cross, which had been founded just
a few years earlier, in 1863. As recently
as 1862, General Dufour — deeply shak-
en by Henry Dunant’s report on the Battle
of Solferino — had written to him: “People
are all too inclined to see only the glori-
ous aspects of war and to close their eyes
to its tragic consequences.” A warning to
the warmongers of today! A year later,
Dunant, Dufour, and three other Genevans
founded the ICRC, and in 1864, twelve
states signed the first Geneva Red Cross

Convention establishing the aid organisa-
tion that operates worldwide today. It was
first put into practice during the Franco-
Prussian War.

The Bourbaki Panorama —
a historical painting

We gain insight into these events within
the rotunda in Lucerne, built specifically
for this purpose. Not every detail aligns
precisely with historical facts, yet artis-
tic licence allows for such a leeway. The
panorama is a historical painting devoid
of heroes — unlike many others of that
era; such a depiction would not have suit-
ed the Switzerland of that time. A beard-
ed man marches alongside an ambulance
wagon that arrived in Les Verrieres with
the Bourbaki Army; a Red Cross armband
is wrapped around his arm. This is how
Edouard Castres (1838-1902), the pano-
rama’s creator, immortalised himself in
the painting. Hailing from a middle-class
family of Genevan watchmakers, he had
trained as an enamel painter and later as
a portraitist. However, he was also deeply
impressed by the humanitarian ideals of
Henry Dunant; when the Franco-Prussian
‘War broke out, he and two doctor friends
outfitted a horse-drawn wagon — pur-
chased at their own expense — with medi-
cal equipment, medicines, and bandages,
placing it at the disposal of the ICRC. The
three volunteers experienced their first op-
eration on the French battlefields: initially
in Normandy, and subsequently with the
French Army of the East. In this way, Cas-
tres experienced firsthand the true mean-
ing of the misery of war.

These images haunted him, and after
the war, without pathos he captured what
he had witnessed in sketches and paintings.
They caught the eye of Benjamin Hen-
neberg, areal estate developer and contrac-
tor from Geneva who wanted to bring the
panoramic paintings — which were becom-
ing fashionable at the time — to his home-
town. Edouard Castres was thus awarded
the contract for this challenging project.
He spent five years on preparatory work,
partly to familiarise himself with the tech-
niques and craftsmanship required of a pan-
orama painter. In addition, a rotunda had to
be built to house the painting, which meas-
ured 112 meters in length and 14 meters in
height. It was intended to serve as a symbol
of the humanitarian tradition that was in-
creasingly becoming part of Switzerland’s
national identity during the 19" century.

Castres assembled an eleven-mem-
ber team of painters to execute the work.
Among them was Ferdinand Hodler, who —
facing financial hardship at the time — relied
on the income this job provided. The Gene-
va panorama opened its doors on Septem-
ber 24, 1881. The public was thrilled! The
panorama remained in Geneva for eight

continued on page 11



No 17 25 August 2026

Current Concerns

Page 11

Artificial Intelligence in toys:
A danger for the psychological health of young children

Whilst the National Academy of Medicine
warns of the risks associated with toys
that can hold conversations thanks to Al,
“Ary” — the ultra-connected soft toy (see
picture) — is now appearing on the shelves
amongst the latest children’s toys.

Half panda, half bird — the new soft
toy presents itself as a friend for children,
with whom they can learn, play and cud-
dle, who answers their questions and chats
with them. The toy, manufactured entire-
ly in France, was developed by the compa-
ny Lookiz and has a module in its tummy

by Nicole Duprat, teacher (France)

that gives it access to the internet and, with
it, to all possibilities of creative ideas — at
a price of 99.99 euros. With the ability to
cover 3,000 conversation topics, the soft
toy “Ary” is already almost sold out. As
it brings itself into the world of entertain-
ment and children’s play areas, children
can learn all sorts of things — for example,
35 foreign languages or the positions of the
planets — whilst also stimulating their im-
agination with interactive stories.

These toys are currently experiencing
areal boom and captivate users with their
ability to communicate (in writing or ver-
bally) and build a personal relationship
with children. As they are used from an
early age by children and young people,
who are naturally imaginative, they tend
to attribute human characteristics to these
objects.

A worrying potential for addiction

The extreme personalisation of the rela-
tionship with the child creates the impres-
sion of a superficial friendship. However,
we know that children need interpersonal
interactions for their development. In its re-
port, the Academy of Medicine warns par-
ents, pointing out that these Al-equipped
toys pose a risk of cognitive and emotion-
al dependence for children and young peo-
ple on the performance of the algorithms,
as well as the risk of replacement of fami-
ly-based educational standards.

Dangerous information
passed on to children

Whilst some paediatricians, psychologists
and speech therapists criticised the fact that
certain toys unhesitatingly explain to chil-
dren where to find knives and how to light
matches, others highlighted sensitive issues
relating to sexuality that are unsuitable for
children in their age and which shock their
sensitivity and innocence. Another danger
that has been highlighted is the use of talk-
ing soft toys as trusted conversation part-
ners, as this belief can lead to the rein-
forcement of anxiety-inducing or morbid
thoughts, or to high-risk behaviour.

One must admit, however, that parents
have already delegated part of their respon-
sibility to screens: In the underground, on
a plane or in a restaurant — if you want a
child to stay quiet, you’re likely to pull out
a smartphone or a tablet. What, then, are
we to make of Al-powered toys, which
carry the risk that some parents might aban-
don their parental duties even further! o
References:

Statement by the National Academy of Medicine
(France) dated 28 November 2025

La Presse of 18 July 2026: “Al-powered toys not
recommended by child protection organisations”
Humanum: The impact of emotional Al and digi-
tal toys on child development (25 May 2021)
Desmurget, Michel. The Factory of the Digital
Fool: The Dangers of Screens for Our Children.
Seuil Publishers

(Translation Current Concerns)

“The Bourbaki Panorama ...”

continued from page 10

years before moving to Lucerne. Howev-
er, several obstacles had to be negotiat-
ed before it could establish itself there as
a tourist attraction. To this day, it requires
great dedication: the interest and effort of
many conscientious curators and conserva-
tors, and also the funding for the restoration
work that is repeatedly necessary.

Tragedies for all of humanity

Anyone who takes the time to let the
scenes of the panorama sink in and dis-
cover the many details will find it hard to
leave the rotunda without feeling deeply
moved. Is respect for the horrors of war
not a natural reaction? Particularly in to-
day’s age of massive war propaganda, it
offers a clarifying perspective! It tells
hundreds of stories — individual fates and
encounters between people from the most
diverse backgrounds and cultures. This
depiction conveys to us that even today’s
wars, in which people are killed and hous-
es and cities are razed to the ground on

our screens, far removed from the actu-
al events, cannot be ‘clean’ and ‘just’, as
we are led to believe. Sanctions, too, are
part of the reality of war: they hit the most
vulnerable — children, the needy, the sick
and the elderly — and make people despair.
They destroy healthcare systems and deny
access to essential medicines. They kill
slowly and silently! In their impact and
consequences, they are terrible tragedies
for the whole of humanity.

Knowledge of one’s own history —
an important safeguard

For our younger generation, such insights
into their own history are vital. Only in
this way can they identify with their own
country, and only in this way their interest
—and, with it, the desire to make a contri-
bution themselves — can grow. They learn
to appreciate what previous generations
achieved in keeping our country out of the
turmoil of war and, instead, ensuring it
acted as a guarantor for the mediation and
conduct of peace negotiations and good
offices. It becomes clear to them why our

country is home to international organisa-
tions that (should) work towards the equal
and peaceful coexistence of all peoples.
Hans Bachofner, more than twenty
years ago, identified the factors that shape
Switzerland’s unique identity, when he
wrote: “Neutrality has proven its great
value. It enables us to provide more mean-
ingful help than we could by taking part in
a botched war. It protects us from media-
driven activism by politicians swayed by
their emotions. It is a method, tailored to
an uncertain future, for safeguarding our
independence and freedom. But it must
not be further eroded.” o

' Quote from a lecture by Hans Bachofner, given
on 13 May 1999 in Bern. In: Current Concerns
No. 45, 22 October 2012. https://www.zeit-fra-
gen.ch/index.php?id=1157

2 Fink, Hans Dieter/Ganz, Michael T. Bourbaki Pan-

orama. Zurich 2000: Published by Werd. p. 13.

One of the copies is held at the Swiss Federal Ar-

chives.

ibid., p. 18. The following quotations, which are not

specified in detail, are also taken from this exhibi-

tion catalogue.

4 Bachofner, Hans, ibid.
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The digital world - a blessing or a curse?

Slowly and almost silently, the robotic
lawnmower moves across the lawn, skil-
fully navigating round the flowerbeds and
stopping reliably at any obstacle. The grass
clippings remain on the lawn, protecting
the soil from drying out and, over time, de-
composing into nutrient-rich humus. The
basis for this: digital technology!

The use of Artificial Intelligence in
medical imaging diagnostics enables, for
example, the early detection of cancer. Im-
ages are broken down into pixels. Poten-
tial anomalies that the human eye cannot
detect are identified. A beneficial advance
in medicine!

Smart Waste uses sensors to gather in-
formation on the fill levels of rubbish bins.
This saves unnecessary walks and thus re-
duces energy consumption. Environmen-
tally reasonable! The list of potential ap-
plications for digital technologies is long.

We — as adults — look at the countless
possibilities offered by the digital world
and welcome the many applications that
make our lives easier. At the same time, we
are well aware of the risks and try to avoid
them. However, the extent to which techno-
logical changes are currently taking place
through the use of artificial intelligence
urgently requires discussion amongst us
adults. The uncritical development and use
of artificial intelligence — which gives the
impression of objectivity and is now capa-
ble of simulating human communication in
a highly sophisticated manner — will shake
the very foundations of our coexistence.

Pope Leo XIV points this out in his re-
cently published encyclical “Magnifica
humanitas — The Magnificent Humani-
ty”. “No computer system, however so-
phisticated, can create a heart that gives
of itself, or a conscience that recognises
what is good.” (Para 233) Technological
progress is so rapid that we as adults can
barely keep up.

But what about children and young
people, then?

They are fascinated by the colourful,
fast-moving images and the wide range of
games and tools available in various apps.
They do not give a second thought to po-
tential dangers. They live in the here and
now, and that is where computers, tablets
or smartphones offer the most appealing
activities.

If children fall on an icy surface be-
cause they were running too fast, they ex-
perience the consequences straight away:
Ouch — that hurts! They do not experience
the consequences of their behaviour on
screen-based media immediately. It’s ex-
citing and never boring on the screen. And
their friends are there too — even if only
virtually.

by Sigrid Schiller, Hamburg

They do not realise that their screen
time comes at the expense of real-world
experiences. Young people have not the
faintest idea of what they are missing out
on in analogue life. They do not realise
that digital programmes are designed to
deliberately keep users glued to their de-
vices for long periods and may, in some
cases, be addictive.

They do not realise that the big tech
companies are making a lot of money
from them whilst they spend hours watch-
ing videos or playing games.

Children and young people do not yet
conceive how important the protection of
privacy is to their own dignity. They often
only find out later — and sometimes in a
very painful way — how carelessly they
have disclosed personal information about
themselves online, which is now accessi-
ble all over the world and can no longer
be retrieved.

The Federal Centre for the Protec-
tion of Children and Young People in the
Media identifies 43 digital risks.

Faced with these numerous dangers,
one cannot help but feel anxious and wor-
ried for our young people. What can we,
as adults, do to protect children and young
people from these risks?

For the past ten years, the association
Media Protect e. V. (founded, amongst oth-
ers, by Professor Paula Bleckmann) has
been addressing this issue and has since
developed a comprehensive, scientifically
underpinned prevention programme. The
aim is to empower children to become me-
dia-literate. The term deliberately draws
on the great Enlightenment thinkers of the
18th century. “Have courage to use your
own reason!” (Immanuel Kant)

Children and young people should be
empowered to recognise the opportunities
and risks of the digital world. They should
be able to understand and see through dig-
ital tools as such in a self-determined (ma-
ture) manner, and use them to their ad-
vantage — that is, in the interests of their
physical, mental and emotional health.

The prevention programme “ECHT
DABEI - growing up healthy in the digi-
tal age” is based on a comprehensive ap-
proach to achieving the goal of media lit-
eracy.

The focus is on strengthening the fam-
ily’s ability to form relationships and its
capacity to develop fundamental skills in
children through analogue means. Only
a child who has experienced the world
with all their senses and tested themselves
within it will be able to grasp digital pro-
cesses with a deep understanding and use
them appropriately later on. There are ex-
cellent opportunities to provide basic dig-

Symposium Healthy &
ready for the media

ep. To commemorate the 10*" anniver-
sary of the “ECHT DABEI"” prevention
programme, the Media Protect asso-
ciation is organising the symposium
“Media literacy combines protection,
empowerment and participation for
children” on 25 and 26 September 2026
in Freiburg im Breisgau. It is addressed
to professionals, parents and other in-
terested parties.

At both national and international
levels, calls are now being made for bet-
ter protection of children against digi-
tal risks. At the same time, tech com-
panies are striving to attract children
as customers for the digital world at an
early age, in order to secure their long-
term loyalty to their products. In their
own interests, they argue that this is the
only way to ensure digital participation.
However, with the modern pedagogical
approach of media literacy, protection,
empowerment and participation can go
hand in hand by facilitating an appro-
priate balance of real-world and digital
experiences for each stage of children’s
and young people’s development. The
organisers have put together an excit-
ing and varied programme to discuss
the related topics.

A specialist conference is sched-
uled for Friday, 25 September 2026,
followed by a professional develop-
ment day on 26 September 2026. The
events can also be attended individ-
ually. Further details about the event
and how to register can be found at
https://www.echt-dabei.de/jubileae-
um-fachtagung/.

ital literacy to nursery or primary school
children — entirely in an analogue way.
The children learn to understand digi-
tal processes without sitting in front of a
screen. This way, they do not run the risk
of later, out of awe and ignorance, asking
Al whether they should break up with a
friend or falling for psychological manip-
ulation techniques on social media. They
know that a computer is a machine based
on algorithms. The output does not neces-
sarily correspond to reality.

The symposium on 25-26 September
2026 in Freiburg (see box) is warmly rec-
ommended to all interested readers. It is
being held to mark the 10" anniversary of
“ECHT DABEI - growing up healthy in
the digital age” and is aimed at profession-
als, parents and anyone else with an in-
terest. With a modern approach to media
literacy, protection, empowerment and
participation can go hand in hand. Regis-
trations are now open. °
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Respect and understanding

In 2021, the SPD ran its election cam-
paign under the slogan: “Respect for
you. Competence for Germany.” The So-
cial Democrats’ electoral success — which
came as a complete surprise to the party
even shortly before the elections — was
also attributed to the fact that a party
and its candidate for chancellor prom-
ised and called for “respect.” The fact
that little came of these promises by the
time Olaf Scholz’s chancellorship came to
a premature end last year does not dimin-
ish the worth of the slogan. Respect is a
Sfundamental requirement of human digni-
ty. Every person is fundamentally entitled
to this respect and recognition.

No one can say at present exactly what
it will take for Germany to get through
the worst of the present extensive crisis —
hopefully without a major catastrophe —
and for the German people to find a way
forward. Genuine respect for one anoth-
er, but also in dealings with other peo-
ples, states, and governments, is certainly
a conditio sine qua non for this. The fact
that many of those who speak out pub-
licly in Germany (politicians, the media,
etc.) — above all those who (still) hold po-
sitions of power — display a lack of respect
is illustrated by the book by the German
journalist and columnist Gabriele Kro-
ne-Schmalz, first published back in 2020:
Respekt geht anders. Betrachtungen iiber
unser zerstrittenes Land [Respect works
differently: Reflections on our divided
country].

Political ideas and
parties in the 19" century

I recall a book by the German historian
Thomas Nipperdey (1927-1992). From
1983 to 1992, he wrote a three-volume
work on German history from 1800 to
1918. I would like to draw attention to the
first volume, covering the years 1800 to
1866, with the subtitle Civil Society and
the Strong State. In the chapters “The
Great Movements” and “Politics and So-
ciety: The Evolution of the Parties” , Nip-
perdey describes in detail the political
ideas significant to German history in the
19th and early 20th centuries — liberal-
ism, nationalism, socialism, conservatism
— and their manifestations in various po-
litical parties.

Here we find accounts characterised by
a commitment to objectivity and balance.
And in Nipperdey’s work, it is not a case
of some being the “good” ones and oth-
ers the “bad.” Every idea and every po-
litical movement had arguments in its fa-
vour; every idea deserves due recognition.
And there is nothing arbitrary in this, but

by Karl-Jiirgen Miiller
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rather a respect for people’s life’s work,
based, indeed, on differing worldviews —
yet all with a not- inconsiderable degree of
connection to reality.

Understanding

Respect presupposes understanding, or at
least a sincere effort to achieve it. Respect
and understanding do not mean having to
follow others. On the contrary, everyone
has the right to their own opinion and
their own path in life.

The art of understanding is particular-
ly called for when dealing with individu-
als in extreme social and political circum-
stances.

Yes: There are also ways of life that are
by no means worth emulating. However,
understanding can also help us to recog-
nise ourselves in others and to look more
honestly in the mirror.

Respect and understanding are a good
antidote to know-it-all attitudes and arro-
gance.

Respect and understanding can foster a
more conciliatory attitude. They create a
sense of connection, even with people who
think and act very differently from oneself.

Understanding must not turn into a
mere diagnosis. Understanding without
respect and equality can lead us down the
wrong path.

A look back

In this context, I would like to draw at-
tention to another book, Weimar. Life
on the efge of catastrophe. The author is
Katja Hoyer, a historian born in the GDR
in 1985 who now lives in London. I first

came across her three years ago when she
published Beyond the Wall. East Germa-
ny, 1949-1990. Even back then, her ac-
count was unconventional, multifaceted,
and free from hasty judgements. Critics
accused her of showing too much sympa-
thy for the GDR. In fact, she showed re-
spect for the people — without glossing
over the system.

Her history, published in May 2026,
covers the years following the First World
War, the Weimar Republic, and the years
of the Nazi dictatorship up to the outbreak
of war in 1939. It recounts the perspec-
tives of all manner of people who lived
in Weimar during those years or per-
formed publicly, thereby making their
mark on culture or politics: “unassum-
ing middle-class citizens;” a hotel owner
and his Jewish wife who make their prem-
ises available for Nazi events (the wife
later murdered in Auschwitz); a teenag-
er and then a young woman who wishes
to preserve the cultural legacy of Goethe
and Schiller; a committed Social Demo-
crat who later joins the resistance; a liber-
al-conservative admirer of Nietzsche who
finds nothing to his liking in either Italian
Fascism or German National Socialism;
Friedrich Nietzsche’s sister, Elisabeth
Forster-Nietzsche, who wishes to shape
her brother’s legacy to her own liking,
admires the dictator Mussolini and curt-
sies to Hitler; Bauhaus figures who were
forced to leave Weimar as early as the late
1920s; Nazi leaders, including Adolf Hit-
ler ...

An ‘unremarkable
middle-class citizen’

One of Hoyer’s unremarkable middle-
class citizens is the bookbinder and sta-
tioner Carl Weirich. His profession and
his family mean everything to him. He en-
dures the collapse of the Kaiserreich (Ger-
man Empire), severe personal tragedies
(the loss of his first wife and child), and
the many crises of the Republic. Initial-
ly, he is full of hope that everything will
improve under Hitler. Even after 1945, he
continues to live in Weimar — now in a
socialist state. His life clearly illustrates
the intertwining of personal fate and po-
litical events.

In her concluding remarks, Katja Hoyer
also returns to Weirich:

Like many people of his generation,
he experienced monarchy, democra-
¢y, National Socialism and Social-
ism, and in every situation tried to
look after his family, his business
and himself as best he could. The

continued on page 14
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“Respect and understanding”
continued from page 13
question of why he behaved as he
did in certain situations is not the
same as justifying his decisions. It
is a means of understanding why
perfectly ordinary people like him
went hiking and tobogganing just a
stone’s throw away from a concen-
tration camp [Buchenwald] and yet
still slept peacefully in their beds
at night. It is easier to condemn
this than to explain it, but the lat-
ter holds the key to understanding
history and, ultimately, to drawing
meaningful conclusions from it.
Weimar, with all its contradic-
tions, with all the hopes and fears of
a nation that left marks on the city’s
houses and streets, was a melting
pot of German history between the
two world wars. It was here that
both glorious and cruel ideas were
tried and tested. The people of We-
imar were spectators, participants,
perpetrators, followers and victims
of events that changed Germany,
Europe and the world. If we exam-
ine their behaviour both as individ-
uals and as members of society, we
can better understand how Nation-
al Socialism was able to gain a foot-
hold and spread its harmful influ-
ence far beyond its fanatical core.
Understanding these dynamics
holds the key to insights into how we
can preserve democracy and free-
dom in our own time.

Berlin and Weimar

“Berlin is not Weimar” is the title Katja
Hoyer gives to her concluding remarks.
It is interesting to note that she pro-
vides no evidence to support this claim.
On the contrary, she merely reproduc-
es this phrase as a quotation, referring
to it as a “defiant slogan” used by jour-
nalists and politicians in light of the “rise
of new right-wing and left-wing parties,”
the “fragmentation of the [German] par-
liament,” the “widespread dissatisfaction
with centrist politics,” and “the looming
political, economic and social instability.”

Her book contains no direct reference
to an impending war provoked by Ger-
many. However, before the concluding re-
marks and the epilogue, she recounts how
Carl Weirich experienced the outbreak of
war on | September 1939:

= |
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mar, they heard the “sad news.”
Carl’s heart sank. A second world
war. The last one had robbed him
of his family. Memories of ration-
ing, hardship, hunger and death
came flooding back to him. Added
to this was the fear of aerial bom-
bardments. This war would come to
Germany too."

Disrespect back then ... and today

Carl Weirich was out walking when
he learnt that Germany was at war.
He, Marie and Wilhelm [his second
wife and his son] had met friends
south of Weimar. As they were de-
scending the hill towards the sta-
tion to catch a train back to Wei-

“Berlin is not Weimar” — that is certain-
ly true. But even the failed Weimar Re-
public displayed a great deal of disre-
spect and little mutual understanding in
social and political life. Back then, this
went as far as an ideology-driven desire
to annihilate “others.” The consequences
are well known.

However, one must be careful not to
draw the wrong conclusions. If one looks
only to the left and right, it is easy to over-
look the fact that threats to democracy and
freedom in today’s Germany are proba-
bly less likely to come from parties such
as Die Linke, the Sarah Wagenknecht Alli-
ance (BSW), or the Alternative for Germa-
ny (AfD) — which does not mean that we
should not maintain a critical eye on them
as well. With all due respect — do the dan-
gers not stem rather from a “centre” armed
with the state’s instruments of power,
which has manoeuvred itself into a dead
end, curtailing more and more democratic
and social rights; which seeks to make the
country “fit for war” while generating out-
right hysteria over perceived threats?

What is the ‘centre’ doing?

Are there not good reasons to argue that
some of this is more reminiscent of the
Reichstag Fire Decree, the Ermdchti-
gungsgesetz, the Gleichschaltung, etc.,
following 30 January 1933, than of a gen-
uine protection of freedom and democ-
racy? We must be able to speak openly
about this — without losing respect. Are
genuine concerns of those in charge still
to be found? Where is it necessary to call
power-political intentions by their prop-
er name? This can only be ascertained if
all cards are laid on the table and critical
opinions can be freely expressed.

What is driving more and more peo-
ple no longer to trust the centrist par-
ties (CSU, CDU, FDP, Alliance 90/
The Greens, SPD) and to vote for other,
“right-wing” or “left-wing” parties — or
not to vote at all? In eastern Germany, the
AfD is currently the party with the high-
est level of support. The Left is also gain-
ing significant ground. This is not a “com-
munication problem” for the centre but a
symptom of a profound crisis in the cur-
rent political system as it stands. A system
which, I would argue, has strayed from
the principles of the original Grundgesetz
in key areas.

Respect and understanding are incom-
patible with the increasingly overt divi-
sion between “top” and “bottom” in poli-
tics, with authoritarian rule, with further
restrictions on freedom of expression and
an expansion of political criminal law,
with ever more sanctions, with a hierar-
chically structured political, economic,
and social order — and especially not with
warmongering. Respect and understand-
ing are essential for all citizens to treat
one another as equals with equal rights.
For the economy, the media, and cultur-
al life to serve the common good. For the
state to become the state of the people. —
For peace to prevail! .

* Translation Current Concerns
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War and peace: Part 2 — The civilisation of love

Excerpt from the encyclical ‘Magnifica humanitas’

7f. The second-longest chapter of the en-
cyclical «Magnifica humanitas» is devot-
ed to the subject of war and peace. We
have divided this extensive chapter into
two parts. The first part, which we pub-
lished in Current Concerns No. 15/16 of
28 July, examined the question of why the
threat of war is so immense today. How-
ever, even in that part, alternatives were
suggested and demands made of those in
positions of responsibility. The second
part, which we are publishing in this issue
of Zeit-Fragen, explains why humanity is
not powerless in the face of these threats
of war, but can steer history in a different
direction. Once again, we have omitted
the numerous footnotes and refer readers
to the original text."

210. The construction of a world in a state
of perpetual conflict is an evil and must be
named for what it is. This way of portray-
ing our current situation may seem bleak
or pessimistic, yet I consider it necessary
to do so. The Christian perspective, how-
ever, is not limited to denouncing evil.
[...] We do not consider the present as a
predetermined fate, but an opportunity for
personal and collective conversion. [...]

211. A closer analysis of history con-
firms this. Even in the darkest nights, the
Lord raises up men and women who re-
fuse to give up, who persevere in doing
good, who protect the vulnerable and open
pathways to reconciliation. The memo-
ry of the saints, righteous people and the
oft-forgotten peacemakers, show us that
grace does not magically eliminate con-
flict, but instead it inspires active resist-
ance to evil and an astonishing creativity
in doing good. Christians see the darkness
and acknowledge it for what it is, yet they
do not merely gaze upon it passively, for
they know the light and understand that
the darkness has not overcome it and can-
not defeat it (cf. Jn 1:5). For this reason,
even when suffering seems to have the last
word, Christians serve the good and are
sustained by a theological hope that gives
reality both meaning and direction.

211. A closer analysis of history con-
firms this. Even in the darkest nights, the
Lord raises up men and women who re-
fuse to give up, who persevere in doing
good, who protect the vulnerable and open
pathways to reconciliation. [...]

We can all do our part

212. At this point, however, a subtle temp-
tation may emerge, namely the thought
that the problems are too big and we are
too small, and that our choices, therefore,
cannot make a difference. This is a po-
lite form of resignation, often disguised as

realism. Certainly, not everyone has the
same power to make a difference. There
are those who govern, make investment
decisions, lead institutions, conduct re-
search, educate, produce or provide infor-
mation, and then there are those who only
seem to live their daily lives. Yet, no one
is without responsibility. We all have our
own areas for action, and it is precisely
there — and nowhere else — that we must
choose whether to fuel the mentality of
force (even if only through indifference,
cynicism, lies or hatred), or to preserve
the mindset of peace (with truth, modera-
tion, closeness and care).

213. [...] The civilisation of love will
not arise from a single or spectacular ges-
ture, but from the sum total of small and
steadfast acts of fidelity that serve as a bul-
wark against dehumanization. For this rea-
son, it is worthwhile pausing to reflect on
some aspects of how we, each in our own
way, can cooperate in building the civilisa-
tion of love. Without presuming to exhaust
this theme, I would like to propose five
paths toward daily and public responsi-
bility: the need to disarm words, building
peace through justice, adopting the per-
spective of victims, cultivating a healthy
realism and reviving dialogue and multi-
lateralism.

The need to disarm words

214. The first contribution we can make
toward a more humane civilisation is to
be mindful of our words. “Let us dis-
arm words and we will help to disarm
the world.” [188] Words have enormous
power, something we experience in our
daily interactions; for example, spoken
words can change our mood for better or
for worse. “Peace begins with each one
of us: in the way we look at others, listen
to others and speak about others. In this
sense, the way we communicate is of fun-
damental importance: we must say ‘no’ to
the war of words and images, we must re-
ject the paradigm of war.” [189] We must
all, therefore, examine our conscience re-
garding the words we use, the prejudic-
es we have and the explicit or implicit ag-
gression that lies within them. We have a
real opportunity to contribute to the com-
mon good each time we speak the truth,
offer wise advice, support those in need
of comfort, denounce injustice and give a
voice to the voiceless.

Building peace through justice

215. All of us, at every level, can contrib-
ute to building the foundation of peace,
which is justice. We do not merely seek
any kind of peace — such as an absence
of conflict at any cost — but instead, the

true peace born of justice. “There exists
a very close connection between the jus-
tice of the individual and the peace of eve-
ryone.” [...] Let us never grow weary of
seeking justice!

Adopting the perspective of victims

216. There are times when, in order to re-
main human, we must set aside our res-
ervations and take a stand. In some con-
flicts, it is unjust to remain neutral, nor is
it enough merely to claim that we are not
complicit. When we witness the bombing
of civilians, attacks on hospitals, schools
or vital infrastructure, and violence that
affects children, we are confronted with
scandals that wound humanity itself. For
this reason, we cannot limit ourselves to
the level of abstract analysis. Pope Fran-
cis encouraged us to “touch the wound-
ed flesh” of those who suffer, look at their
faces, listen to their stories and acknowl-
edge their wounds. Painful events require
both history and memory, the former to
recount the facts, the latter to bear witness
to lived experiences.

217. Giving space to the perspectives
and voices of victims through communi-
cation and education helps us to become
aware of the abyss of evil inherent in war,
and generally in all forms of violence. It
helps us to reject the normalization of con-
flict; not to turn away when human dig-
nity is violated; and to restore to victims
the dignity of being recognized and heard.
Paying attention to these voices strength-
ens the conviction that, apart from violent
minorities, humanity does not desire war.
In a particular way, the Church can be a
place of living memory for victims. As
Saint Paul VI recalled, the Church feels
she must make her own both the voice of
those who died in past wars and the voice
of the living who still bear wounds today,
so that their cries may become an appeal
for peace and harmony and not a prelude
to new conflicts.

Cultivating a healthy realism

218. We are in need of a healthy realism
that avoids both political idealism and
cynicism. There is a kind of idealism
that, in order to preserve its own world-
view, tends to choose facts selectively,
distorting and renaming them. Its pro-
ponents eventually, inhabit a reality con-
structed to fit their own convictions. Con-
versely, there is also a debased form of
realism that confuses observation with
resignation, arguing that since force pre-
vails, it will always prevail. Authentic re-
alism does not give up on changing the
world; indeed, it starts by clearly iden-

continued on page 16
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tifying interests, fears, constraints and
power dynamics, precisely in order to
determine what can be achieved, and the
measures needed to achieve it. It does not
reduce politics to morality; neither does
it surrender to violence. Instead, it seeks
viable paths for making peace more than
a mere word, through credible institu-
tions, verifiable guarantees, patient nego-
tiations, conflict prevention and the pro-
tection of civilians.

Reviving dialogue

219. In order to build the civilisation of
love, we must engage in dialogue, for this
is the primary means of coexistence be-
tween people and nations, and it is the al-
ternative to open conflict. On the eve of
the Second World War, Pius XII affirmed
that nothing is lost with peace, whereas
with war everything can be lost. He in-
sisted that people must return to speaking
with one another, because a sincere and
persevering dialogue always opens up the
possibility of an honorable solution.

220. Indeed, dialogue is an ordinary
part of human life and does not only
concern relations between States. It in-
volves acquiring an attitude that seeks to
forge bonds of fraternity built on listen-
ing, an open demeanor, making time for
each other and even wasting time togeth-
er. For if we experience authentic encoun-
ters with others, with those who are dif-
ferent, strangers and migrants, it becomes
much more difficult even to imagine war.

221. At the political level, there is an
urgent need to shift from the “culture of
power” to a genuine “culture of negotia-
tion,” in which dialogue and diplomacy
become the standard means of resolving
conflicts. Giorgio La Pira expressed the
hope that “the method of war be replaced
by the method of peace: the method of ne-
gotiation, of encounter, of convergence,
that is, the authentically human method!”
The awareness that all peoples share a
common future demands that the “culture
of negotiation” become an increasingly
shared political and cultural commitment,
capable of gradually leading humanity
away from the cycle of violence.

222. To those who have the honor and
responsibility of governing, I would like
to repeat the words that I spoke at the start
of my Pontificate: “The peoples of our
world desire peace, and to their leaders I
appeal with all my heart: Let us meet, let
us talk, let us negotiate! War is never inev-
itable. Weapons can and must be silenced,
for they do not resolve problems but only
increase them. Those who make history
are the peacemakers, not those who sow
seeds of suffering. Our neighbors are not
first our enemies, but our fellow human
beings; not criminals to be hated, but

THE GRANDEUR OF HUMANITY

other men and women with whom we can
speak. Let us reject the Manichean notions
so typical of that mindset of violence that
divides the world into those who are good
and those who are evil.”

223. In rejecting the mindset of vio-
lence, interreligious dialogue plays a de-
cisive role, because at the heart of the
great spiritual paths lies a message of
peace. Whereas those who use the name
of God to legitimize terrorism, violence or
war betray his true nature, for to fight in
the name of religion means attacking reli-
gion itself. The “spirit of Assisi,” evoked
by Saint John Paul II and carried forward
by Pope Francis [...] shows that believers
can draw upon the most authentic sourc-
es of their particular spiritual traditions,
where there is no room for “sanctified ha-
tred.”

The necessity of diplomacy
and multilateralism

224. In international relations, dialogue is
an irreplaceable diplomatic tool for pre-
venting conflicts and rebuilding bonds
of trust. Faced with the impulsive broad-
casts, aggressive rhetoric and power pol-
itics that characterize our time, “the vo-
cation of diplomacy is to foster dialogue
with all parties, including those inter-
locutors considered less ‘convenient’ or
not considered legitimized to negotiate.”
Therefore, every ounce of humility and
patience should be employed in order to
nurture even the faintest signs of goodwill
among parties in conflict, so as to advance
the process of peace.

225. Cyberspace too has become a bat-
tleground. Cyberattacks, data manipula-
tion and campaigns of influence, orches-
trated with the help of Al, can destabilize
entire countries even before open armed
conflict erupts. Moreover, in this area, the
attribution of responsibility is often uncer-
tain. When it is unclear who carried out an

attack, the risk of disproportionate reaction,
miscalculation and escalation increases.
For this reason, diplomacy must be capa-
ble of operating effectively in this new en-
vironment, negotiating shared regulations
on the use of digital technologies, in order
to protect civilians and the most vulnerable
from “invisible” yet real forms of violence.

226. International organizations, par-
ticularly the United Nations, are essen-
tial instruments for promoting a civilisa-
tion of love, for they can foster dialogue
among nations and promote the peaceful
resolution of conflicts, the integral devel-
opment of peoples, the protection of the
most vulnerable, disarmament and the
care of creation. Through such efforts, the
international community can work to re-
duce inequalities, defend the rights of ref-
ugees and minorities, reallocate resources
from military spending to human develop-
ment and protect our common home. The
Holy See supports and accompanies these
endeavors, while also recognizing that the
current weaknesses of the UN and the in-
ternational political system reveal the need
for profound reforms. This is not simply a
question of technical adjustments, for the
crisis of convictions and values that also
concerns the ethical foundations of nations
makes it more difficult to direct multilater-
alism toward the true common good.

227. In the international context, the
Holy See’s diplomacy adopts the Gospel’s
principle of mercy as a concrete criteri-
on for political action. This is one of the
ways in which the Holy See places itself at
the service of humanity, thereby appealing
to consciences in the name of charity and
truth, defending the dignity of every per-
son and speaking up on behalf of the poor,
migrants and victims of war. In this way,
papal diplomacy expresses the catholicity
of the Church and contributes to the build-
ing of a civilisation of love, where even
new technologies can be oriented toward
the common good.

228. These avenues for exercising re-
sponsibility are sustained by prayer, and in
turn nourish prayer. Indeed, for each of us,
peace primarily comes “from God, God
who loves us all, unconditionally.” It is a
gift given by Jesus to his disciples on the
day of Easter: “Peace be with you! It is the
peace of the risen Christ. A peace that is
unarmed and disarming, humble and per-
severing.” With these words, I greeted the
Church and the world on the day of my
election to the See of Peter. I wish to re-
peat them now, and to invite everyone to
pray for this gift. Let us never tire of pray-
ing for peace and of committing ourselves
to achieving it in our relationships and in
society. .

U https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/de/en-
cycli-cals/documents/20260515-magnifica-hu-
manitas.html



