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Portrait | Nino Di Matteo
In his struggle against the Mafia, the Italian state prosecutor 
Nino Di Matteo risks his life every day. The headwinds he is  
battling don’t just come from the Cosa Nostra – but his faith  
in state justice is stronger.

Portfolio | Double agents
Some spies know more than one loyalty. We take a look at the 
most cunning servants of two states. 

Interview | Roland Berger
International management consultant Roland Berger is  
convinced that loyalty remains important, even in our age  
of digitalization and globalization. We have spoken with him  
about home, social involvement, and where one’s roots are.

Report | With the French Foreign Legion
Some 40 000 Legionnaires from all over the world have been 
killed since their unit was founded: they gave their lives out  
of loyalty to France. We visit their headquarters in Aubagne.

Masterpieces | Josef Bergler the Elder
A sculpture by this Austrian artist shows Abraham’s extreme 
loyalty to God, as demonstrated in his readiness to sacrifice  
his son Isaac.

Literary choice | Alexandre Dumas
The grandson of a French aristocrat tells a tale of honor and 
loyalty in his cloak-and-dagger novel “The Three Musketeers.”

Essay | The value of words
The philosopher Gerd B. Achenbach considers which  
promises can be trusted today, stopping along the way to  
consider Seneca, Schiller and Nietzsche. 

Carte Blanche | Lukas Schmucki
20 years ago, he swore allegiance to the Pope – and even long 
after his service as a Swiss Guardsman, he still feels bound  
by this loyalty.

 Loyalty
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Whether it’s Adam in the Garden of Eden, or Abraham torn between love for 

his son Isaac and duty to God, the Bible is full of personal conflicts of loyalty. 

And in our own time, we all decide for ourselves whether or not we are pre-

pared to affirm loyalty to the values of a higher authority – be that a person, 

a country, or an institution. “Loyalty” describes an inner attitude. Committing 

ourselves to fidelity and integrity is dependent solely on our own volition, and 

cannot be decreed by law. But can such an ethos still hold true in a constantly 

changing world like ours?

For management consultant Roland Berger there is no doubt about it:  

“People work for and with other people – whether they happen to be doctors, 

cobblers, or factory workers,” he says in our Interview. “They know that they 

are dependent on each other. That’s why loyalty really counts.” The state 

prosecutor Nino Di Matteo, on the other hand, fights against an inhuman  

organization that for its part also depends on unconditional loyalty – the  

Italian Mafia. The fact that his own employer does not always approve of his 

struggle, does nothing to undermine Di Matteo’s loyalty to the state and the 

law. Our Portrait offers an insight into the life he has chosen for himself –  

a life constantly under threat.

Those who apply to join the French Foreign Legion are also aware of the 

dangers they might face. Our Report presents men of different nationalities 

who are all ready to fight for France. In the case of the Swiss Guards, how-

ever, the oath of loyalty they swear is to a single person – and it’s an oath they 

swear unto death. In our Carte Blanche, the former Swiss Guardsman Lukas 

Schmucki tells us about his period of service in the Vatican.

In our Essay, the philosopher Gerd B. Achenbach analyses what promises 

are worth today. And for our Masterpiece, the director of the Princely Col-

lections Johann Kräftner has chosen a sculpture by Josef Bergler the Elder,  

“Abraham’s sacrifice,” which postulates that the wages of true faith and  

loyalty can last forever.

I hope you enjoy reading these varied articles – and that you stay loyal to 

us too!

H.S.H. Prince Philipp von und zu Liechtenstein

Chairman LGT

Dear Readers,

Editorial
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Text: Petra Reski 

Nino Di Matteo was the first public prosecutor to put Mafia bosses in the dock alongside 

high-ranking politicians. Since then, he has been one of the best-guarded men in Italy.  

In his struggle against violence, he puts his own life on the line every day, along with the 

lives of those closest to him. How does a man cope with this constant threat?

In the name of 

justice

Portrait | Nino Di Matteo
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In the name of 

justice

Always under threat: Nino Di Matteo, surrounded by his bodyguards.
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a risk analysis has been conducted and the safety level signed off 

by everyone responsible. Before he can accept a private invita-

tion, he has to be sent the guest list so that it can be run through 

the police computer. When his two children were born, his body-

guards even accompanied him into the delivery room.

Nino Di Matteo’s life is in a permanent state of emergency 

because he has antagonized not just the Mafia but everyone who 

helps keep its system going – those supposedly “decent people”  

who live in a “gray” zone, and are the soil in which the Mafia 

grows and flourishes. His stance is reminiscent of two other  

public prosecutors, both of whom paid with their lives for what 

they did: Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, the two anti-

Mafia judges and prosecuting magistrates who were murdered 

in the summer of 1992. 

A concrete murder plot
Di Matteo was in charge of the trial whose task was to shed  

light on the trattativa, the “negotiations” conducted in secret 

between the Italian state and the Mafia that had culminated 

in the murder of Falcone and Borsellino. The Mafia had been  

Di Matteo is never able to enjoy a “normal” life. The kind of life 

where you can decide on a whim to go and eat pizza, or to watch 

the latest Almodóvar film at the movies. Or to walk along the 

beach. Basically, I have only ever seen Nino Di Matteo do any-

thing normal just once. In his case, “normal” meant being outside 

his armored car, on foot, in Venice. His bodyguards were dressed 

in jeans and looked just like holidaymakers, so they didn’t stick 

out among all the tourists. No one would have suspected that 

this wasn’t a tour group, nor that their rucksacks contained  

automatic rifles instead of water bottles or sandwiches.

Nino Di Matteo comes from Palermo. He is 58 years old, and a 

tall, strapping fellow. He has prosecuted Mafia bosses, the heads 

of intelligence agencies, and people who’ve put out Mafia con-

tracts on others. He has shed light on cases where judges were 

assassinated, and he knows the DNA of the Mafia down to its 

smallest elements. He has also got used to his bodyguards talking 

about him like removal men discussing how to transport a bulky 

piece of furniture. For the past 26 years, he hasn’t been “Nino Di 

Matteo” any more. He is “the protectee,” who has to be “fetched 

and delivered,” and who has to travel in an armored vehicle after 

Portrait | Nino Di Matteo

Sicily’s seaside metropolis: Palermo has also  
been home to the Mafia for over 150 years.

The people united: a display of solidarity for Nino Di Matteo,  
after his life was threatened by the Mafia.
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He thereupon became the best-protected Mafia prosecutor in 

Italy. The Mafia boss Salvatore “Totò” Riina, who had been given  

19 life sentences, had his conversations monitored and was 

heard outside his cell calling for Di Matteo to be killed. Mafia  

defectors reported that the leading Mafia families in Palermo 

had gathered together 600 000 euros to purchase more than 300 

pounds of explosives in Calabria. Anonymous letters circulated 

among the intelligence services that pointed to a decision having 

been made to assassinate Di Matteo, and that the hitmen to be 

used were the same who had killed Borsellino in 1992.

Role models for loyalty and allegiance  
to the state
Since then, Di Matteo only travels in an armored Jeep, and in  

eerie silence. His Jeep was originally designed for use in civil 

war zones, and has a jamming transmitter intended to prevent  

remote-controlled bomb attacks. Security measures like these 

are usually reserved for the Pope or the American President. 

And the silence emanating from politicians and official institu-

tions also suggests that Di Matteo is feared for what his investi-

gations might reveal. 

willing to refrain from further violence but had demanded both 

an end to prosecutions and a guarantee of political support. So 

it would really be more accurate to talk of a “pact,” rather than 

“negotiations.” For the first-ever time in Italian history, high-

ranking Mafia bosses were now in the dock alongside equally 

high-ranking public servants, generals of the carabinieri, agents 

of the intelligence service, and influential politicians such as the 

former interior minister Nicola Mancino and the former Senator 

Marcello Dell’Utri.

“Things began to change when people outside realized that 

our inquiries weren’t going to be called off, but would lead to 

a trial instead,” explains Nino Di Matteo. “Suddenly, witnesses 

stopped talking. People were no longer simply suspicious of us, 

but started to attack us and discredit us. It became a never-ending 

spiral: threats, intimidation, and strange attempts to make us be-

lieve that someone from outside was controlling our lives. All that 

intensified when they understood that we weren’t going to stop.”

In 2014, the court case had been underway for a year when 

a concrete plan to assassinate Nino Di Matteo was uncovered. 
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the Mafia is that it was never on the margins of society, never a  

foreign body, but instead lives and works at the heart of politics 

and society. Not just in Italy, but also in the rest of the world.

A symbol of hope and deliverance
Seven attacks in 14 months: they began in March 1992 with the 

murder of Salvo Lima, the Sicilian “proconsul” of Prime Minister 

Giulio Andreotti. Then there were the assassinations of Falcone 

and Borsellino, followed by attacks in Rome, Milan, and Florence  

in the summer of 1993, culminating in a failed attack on the 

Olympic Stadium in Rome, also in 1993, that had been intended 

to kill several hundred carabinieri. Mafia defectors later testified 

that the time fuse in their car bomb had not functioned properly. 

All this nurtured a long-standing suspicion that the Sicilian Cosa 

Nostra had already found new partners among Italian politicians.

“I often think about the significance for my own life of those 

attacks back in 1992. I would describe it as a crossroads moment.  

I had studied law, because like many other young Sicilians, I had 

We can only imagine what it has cost him to be robbed of 

his freedom, and to have his family live in fear. “When it was  

announced that my personal security was being increased, it nat-

urally upset things in my family,” says Di Matteo. “As long as it’s 

just you who’s living under threat, you can deal with it. But it’s 

different if such a death warrant becomes public and you have to 

try to reassure your family. Most of all, you want to protect your 

children from what they might read, or hear in school. But ulti-

mately, there’s really nothing you can do to put them at ease.”

Nino Di Matteo speaks slowly and deliberately, like someone 

who is conscious of the fleeting nature of the moment. He be-

longs to a generation of young Mafia prosecutors in Sicily who  

entered into the service of the state because Falcone and Borsellino  

– the magistrates murdered by the Mafia – were their role models 

in matters of loyalty and allegiance to the state. They were men 

who wanted to defend human rights, freedom, and democracy 

in Italy, and who were the first to utter publicly what has always 

been a taboo, down to this day: The secret to the survival of 
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Portrait | Nino Di Matteo

These young Mafia prosecutors who stood guard over the coffins 

of Falcone and Borsellino were the same who were mocked by 

the Italian President Francesco Cossiga as giudici ragazzini, 

“kid judges.” But it was they who would later set in motion the 

investigations that would shed light on the relationship between 

the Mafia and the Italian state for the first-ever time. From 1993 

onward, Palermo saw the first Mafia trials against seven-time 

Prime Minister Giulio Andreotti, Senator Marcello Dell’Utri (Sil-

vio Berlusconi’s right-hand man and founder of his party Forza 

Italia), and the secret service agent Bruno Contrada. They were 

all convicted of supporting the Mafia.

In the light of numerous Mafia trials and investigations, it 

became clear that the murders of Falcone and Borsellino were 

swiftly followed by a further capitulation on the part of the Italian  

state, which promptly began new negotiations with the Mafia 

– just as the state had always done since it was founded. This 

“original sin of the Italian Republic,” as it is called, still hovers 

like a poisonous cloud over Italy today.

When Nino Di Matteo initiated the latest proceedings about 

those negotiations between the state and the Mafia, the news-

paper headlines ran: “The state puts itself on trial.” Five years 

later, on 28 April 2018, the judgment finally came. The court  

attested that Berlusconi’s government had been a result of a 

pact between the Mafia and the Italian state – a pact brokered by 

high-ranking state officials and agents of the secret service, who 

were now sentenced to jail terms of between eight and twelve 

years each. The court also confirmed that Marcello Dell’Utri 

had directly negotiated with the Mafia, and he was sentenced 

to twelve years. The longest sentence, of 28 years, was handed 

out to the mafioso Leoluca Bagarella, the brother-in-law of Totò 

Riina. The court’s judgment was intended to defend an elemen-

tary principle that ought to be part of the very foundations of 

democracy: you don’t negotiate with the Mafia.

The silence of the politicians
“Our accusations were not simply that the state negotiated with 

the Mafia. That might be ethically repugnant, but it’s not a crim-

inal act,” says Nino Di Matteo. “We were accusing the defen-

dants of having become the ambassadors of the Mafia and their 

demands.” He adds: “By paying court to the Mafia, the state 

achieved the precise opposite of what it wanted: not an end to 

their attacks, but yet more bombings.”

On the day that the sentences were pronounced, they were 

reported in the big daily papers and on the TV stations. But 

the day after, everything was completely forgotten. The court’s 

been inspired by the activities of Falcone, Borsellino, and the 

first Anti-Mafia Pool. They were a symbol of hope and of deliv-

erance. I wanted to become a state prosecutor in order to get 

involved in cases against the Mafia. Those attacks occurred in 

the same year that I finished my legal clerkship. I was a young 

man who was simply happy to have passed my exams, and to 

have realized my dream of a successful clerkship in the state 

prosecutor’s office. I was able to get to know Falcone and Borsel-

lino – and then came the drama of their assassination. When the 

coffins of Giovanni Falcone, his wife Francesca and their body-

guards were laid in state, state attorneys had to stand guard 

over them, dressed in their official robes. We young attorneys 

were on night duty. I can still remember the night before their 

funeral, when we stood watch over their coffins. It was the first 

time I wore my official robe, which I had only just bought. It’s the 

same robe I wear in court today.”

The relationship between the Mafia and power
That was a turning point for Nino Di Matteo and his colleagues. 

Resolute in his struggle against the Mafia:  
Nino Di Matteo during a break in proceedings.
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Portrait | Nino Di Matteo

colleagues. And even today, attempts to sideline Di Matteo con-

tinue. He was supposed to be seconded to Rome for “security 

reasons,” where he would work with the national Anti-Mafia In-

vestigative Directorate. But Di Matteo turned this down because 

it would have been an exceptional appointment seen by all as an 

act of capitulation by the state, and would have prevented him 

from seeing out the trial. He insisted on being allowed to apply 

in regular fashion for the next available post. But when he did 

so, the Supreme Judicial Council rejected his application any-

way, choosing instead a prosecutor who had less professional 

experience of dealing with the Mafia. Chi vuole capire capisce 

is what they say of such cases in Italy: Whoever wants to under-

stand, will understand.

The danger of being discredited
Di Matteo made another application, and is now state prose-

cutor at the national Anti-Mafia Investigative Directorate in 

Rome, where he was appointed to the commission tasked with 

shedding more light on the series of attacks of 1992 and 1993. 

He gave a TV interview in which he mentioned that the role of  

“external forces” in the attacks remained unclear – several court 

rulings had in fact pointed to the participation of the security 

services. He was promptly removed from the commission. This 

was yet another signal that all was not well. In a letter sent by 

118 Mafia prosecutors to the State President, they emphasized 

their concerns in meticulously considered words: “We fear that 

his removal will discredit him in the eyes of the Mafia and that 

his integrity – which is already under threat – will be subjected 

to yet further risks.”

Along with many other Mafia prosecutors, Nino Di Matteo 

has long ceased to attend the commemorative ceremonies for 

Falcone and Borsellino. He finds them hollow rituals for politi-

cians who want to put themselves on show, and he himself has 

a different opinion about what remembrance means. “It means 

remembering the facts – the facts that have come to light thanks 

to the court cases. Remembering the past also means trying to 

avoid repeating it ad infinitum; it means trying to make sure that 

what happened in Italy can never happen again.” 

Petra Reski has lived in Venice since 1991. As a journalist and a writer, she 

has been involved in intensive investigations into the Mafia. She has  

published novels and nonfiction books, and her articles have been published 

in “NZZ Folio,” “Geo,” “Focus,” the “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,” 

among others. Her work has received many awards, most recently the prize 

“I ragazzi della città invisibile” in 2019.

opinion ran to 5000 pages, with information about politicians 

who continue to determine events in Italy today, as if nothing 

had happened. This silence is a testament to just how much 

the trial’s revelations were feared by the unholy alliance of the  

Mafia, the secret service, and the politicians. Twenty-four cities 

made Nino Di Matteo an honorary citizen, Beppe Grillo named 

him “man of the year,” half of Italy declared its solidarity with 

him, and his name was bandied about as a possible justice min-

ister or even state president – but politicians from left to right 

were silent, despite being otherwise so keen to communicate 

their thoughts to the world.

The Mafia boss Totò Riina did not live to experience the 

verdict, for he died in prison in 2017. The fact that he had re-

mained faithful to the Mafia throughout his 24 years in prison 

was no proof of his loyalty, but a matter of sheer pragmatism. 

Whoever betrays the Mafia is executed, along with members of 

his family. But what Riina feared even more than death was that  

prosecutors like Nino Di Matteo would discover the true role of 

the Cosa Nostra in the attacks of 1992 and 1993. The Mafia had 

in fact carried them out at the behest of a third party – as a kind 

of external service provider. The Cosa Nostra feared it might not 

survive such a revelation.

Persistent hate campaigns
Totò Riina knew all too well that a former informant of the  

Italian secret service, Elio Ciolini, had predicted the attacks as 

early as March 1992. He was suspected of working with right-

wing groups and members of the secret lodge Propaganda Due,  

and was already serving a prison sentence for fraud. Ciolini had 

written from his cell to the investigating magistrate about what 

he called “A new strategy of pressure.” He gave notice of events 

that were intended to destabilize public order: attacks on public 

places and the assassination of politicians with the aim of estab-

lishing a new political order. Ciolini was written off as a hack, a 

grandstander, and as a crazy conspiracy theorist – and yet he 

precisely predicted almost all the attacks of that year, including 

the murder of Falcone and Borsellino and the subsequent new 

political order.

The only people who regarded Ciolini’s letter as extraordi-

narily important were the “kid judges” of Palermo, including 

Nino Di Matteo.

This can also explain why the hate campaign against Di  

Matteo and the prosecutors of the trattativa has continued to 

this day. Falcone and Borsellino were also vilified during their 

lifetime, not just by their declared enemies but also by their own 
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A long time coming: Mayor Virginia Raggi makes  
Nino Di Matteo an honorary citizen of Rome in 2017.
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Portfolio | Double agents

Sergei Skripal

The little park by the River Avon in Salis-

bury in southern England remained cor-

doned off by the police for months on 

account of their investigations. It was 

here that Sergei Viktorovich Skripal and 

his daughter Yulia were discovered on 4 

March 2018, both unconscious, poisoned 

with the Russian nerve agent novichok. 

Skripal was well known to MI6. He was a 

Moscow spy and a colonel in the Russian 

intelligence service who betrayed dozens,  

possibly hundreds of Russian agents to 

the British. He was arrested in Moscow 

in December 2004 and sentenced to 13 

years in a maximum-security prison. He 

remained there only until 2010, when to-

gether with three other spies he was set 

free in an exchange of agents, and then 

settled in Salisbury. The poison attack 

has not been completely explained, even 

today. But all the clues lead back to Skri-

pal’s former employers in Moscow.

Mata Hari

“Monsieur, thank you,” were supposedly 

the words uttered by Mata Hari to the 

head of her firing squad on the morning 

of 15 October 1917 – at least according to 

one of the many legends surrounding this 

almost mythical dancer and courtesan.  

The facts are these: Mata Hari (Malay for 

“eye of the day”) was actually one Mar-

garetha Geertruida Zelle, the daughter of 

a Dutch hatmaker-cum-confidence man. 

At the age of 19 she was married to an  

officer stationed in Java. She later worked  

as an exotic dancer in Paris, and was in 

1915 recruited as an agent by the German 

Consul General. But soon afterward, she 

began to spy on high-ranking army offi-

cers for the French intelligence service 

instead. Ultimately, she had little success,  

which led the British security services 

to conclude early on that she might well 

have been very beautiful, but as a spy she 

was probably harmless.

Kim Philby

Money wasn’t what drove this man, but a 

deep sense of conviction. Harold Adrian  

Russell “Kim” Philby studied history in 

Cambridge, and was recruited as a spy 

by the Soviet Union in 1934. Despite  

being a passionate communist, Philby en-

joyed a successful career with the British 

Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), being 

appointed head of counterintelligence – 

though all the time he was actually work-

ing for Stalin. By providing information 

on Western agents, military secrets, and 

even the US atom bomb program, Philby 

is regarded as one of the fathers of the 

nuclear deterrent of the Soviet Union. 

But it all came to an end in January 1963. 

Philby was betrayed by an acquaintance 

and the Soviets swiftly organized his es-

cape. In his subsequent exile in Moscow, 

Philby wallowed in self-doubt and alco-

hol. He died in 1988, and so did not live 

to see the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Spies are loyal – just not to the country they live in. But there are also agents who know more than one loyalty.  

Double agents work for opposing countries at the same time – for and against both of them. From Mata Hari to  

Kim Philby, Alfred Redl, and “Bambi” – we take a peek into the dark charades of the secret services.

Text: Thomas Weibel

On the turn
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Alfred Redl

This photo shows an officer adorned with 

medals. Alfred Redl was one of the most 

brilliant minds in the Austrian General 

Staff, and he was tasked with exposing 

a mysterious leak in the Austrian coun-

terintelligence agency. But others were 

also investigating it. Two state police-

men came upon a poste restante letter 

addressed to an unknown person, con-

taining the sum of 6000 crowns along 

with the addresses of several spies. After 

keeping the post office under observa-

tion for several weeks, they finally caught 

their man on 25 May 1913. It was Redl, 

whom they identified by his handwriting. 

He had been working both for Austrian 

intelligence and for the Russians, who 

probably used their knowledge of his  

homosexuality to blackmail him into 

handing over military secrets. Redl shot 

himself that same night, on the orders of 

the head of the Austrian General Staff.

“Bambi”

The best-known story about the double 

agent “Bambi” runs as follows: He was 

supposedly the journalist Günter Tonn, 

who spied for the KGB from 1955 on-

ward. But in fact Tonn was spying on the 

Russians for the German Federal Intel-

ligence Service. But it was supposedly 

even more complicated, because his com-

manding officer,” Heinz Felfe, was him-

self an agent of Moscow. So the Russians 

knew that “Bambi” had been turned. But 

they did not care, because when “Bambi” 

was unmasked, it helped Felfe’s career in 

counterintelligence with the BND. By the 

time he, too, was unmasked in 1961, Felfe 

had passed on 15 000 secret documents 

and betrayed some 90 spies of the BND 

along with 100 CIA agents. But what of 

“Bambi”? Whether or not this supposed 

secret agent ever really existed remains 

something that no one will comment on, 

not even today. 

Aldrich Ames

Aldrich “Rick” Hazen Ames was un-

masked in 1994. According to CIA insi-

ders, he might well have been the most 

damaging spy in American history. Ames 

had enjoyed a successful career with the 

CIA and in 1985 he was tasked with con-

vincing Soviet diplomats to spy for the 

USA. But it all turned out differently.  

Instead, Moscow succeeded in “turning” 

Ames himself. For nine years, Ames sold 

information about US intelligence activi-

ties to the KGB and its Russian succes-

sor, the FSB. These included the names 

of at least ten CIA agents who were then 

unmasked and executed. But Ames’s  

opulent lifestyle attracted attention – he 

is said to have pocketed several million 

dollars – and in 1994, the FBI caught him. 

Ames is now prisoner No. 40087-083 in 

the federal prison of Terre Haute, Indiana,  

where he will remain for the rest of his 

prison term: for life.
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Roland Berger was born in Berlin in 1937. He studied business management at 

Ludwig Maximilian University in Munich, and at the same time set up a laundry 

service. Before founding the consultancy that bears his name in 1967, he spent 

five years learning the trade of the management consultant. Today, Roland Berger 

Holding GmbH employs 2400 people in 34 countries and is one of the leading 

players in global top-management consulting. Roland Berger has been Honorary 

Chairman of its Supervisory Board since 2010. He continues to advise people 

from the worlds of business and politics all over the globe, and has guest profes-

sorships and honorary professorships at several universities. Through his own 

foundation, Roland Berger is also active in other social and cultural non-profit 

projects and initiatives. His numerous honors include the German Federal Cross of 

Merit, the Prize for Understanding and Tolerance of the Jewish Museum in Berlin, 

and the Medal for Extraordinary Merit for Bavaria in a United Europe.
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Interview | Roland Berger

Interview: Sacha Batthyany

Whoever wants to achieve something in life will always 

have to involve other people, says international manage-

ment consultant Roland Berger. We talk to him about 

what it means to have roots in a home country in an era 

of globalization.

Mr. Berger, as a management consultant active all over the 

globe, you have insight into all kinds of companies in all 

kinds of cultural contexts. How important is loyalty to them 

today – and what does it actually mean?

People used to say you should be loyal to your clients, your  

employees, and your country. That’s changed a little today, if 

you consider that a company such as Siemens is active in more 

than 190 countries. But what hasn’t changed is the fact that  

sustainable success is something you can’t achieve alone – even 

top managers know that today. You can only achieve great things 

in collaboration with other people – be they researchers, engi-

neers, or your own employees in factories, sales, and services.

What does that mean in concrete terms?

It means that loyalty has remained an important virtue, even in 

our era of digitalization and globalization. People work for and 

with other people – whether they happen to be doctors, cobblers, 

or factory workers. They know that they are dependent on each 

other. That’s why loyalty really counts.

You say everyone works for someone else – does that even  

apply to investment bankers?

Of course! The investment banker is a peculiar species shaped 

by the Anglo-Saxon financial world, and he had to be reined in.  

“You can’t make it  

alone in our 
world today”

The financial crisis and regulations have made these bankers 

less speculative, and they have become less and less able to 

make monopoly profits in so-called imperfect markets. But they 

still exist today. I remain convinced that if you want to achieve 

something in life that’s lasting – whether in business, science, 

or culture – then you have to involve the most diverse kinds  

of people possible. You can’t make it alone anymore in our  

networked, complex world today.

You mentioned Siemens. What bond – or loyalty – do these 

globally active companies have to their home country?

A company isn’t an entity set apart from history. It is influenced 

by the place where it was created and from which it was able to 

grow. That’s why Nestlé keeps its headquarters in Switzerland, 

for example, even though in logistical terms another site might 

make more sense. Roots are vital to a corporate culture, regard-

less of whether those roots are Swiss, German, or American. A 

company loses face and character if it neglects its origins. The 

German carmakers produce their cars all over the world, but 

it would be a big mistake if they were to deny or forget their 

home country. There is still an interdependency between place 

and company. Because the place, too, profits from it: Companies 

create jobs, generate tax income, and invest in infrastructure. 

The cultural life of the city of Basel, for example, profits from 

the contributions made to art and music by companies such as  

Novartis and Roche. Tell me, were you ever in Ditzingen?

Never, why?

That’s where the Trumpf family company is based, which has 

a turnover of just under 4 million euros with its tool and laser-
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I’ve lived 80 years on this Earth and I know that most people feel 

they need elites for their own good. After all, there isn’t just one 

elite. There’s the science elite, the business elite, the cultural 

elite, and many more elites – let’s call them the organizing and 

leadership elites. They work for the common good, they create 

jobs. Naturally, money was always one of the drivers of global-

ization. Textile companies began to expand into Asia because 

workers were cheaper there. Sure. But that’s just one side of 

the story.

So what’s the other side?

A company opening a factory in another country assumes respon-

sibility on the spot. It pays taxes there, and invests in training  

the locals. For me, globalization is one of the most important 

sources of knowledge transfer and educational transfer. I cer-

tainly wouldn’t like to live in China, but what’s been created 

there in economic terms in the past 40 years is extraordinary. 

The Chinese say to Western companies: You can produce or sell 

your goods here, but only in a joint venture with a Chinese com-

pany. That has provided a gigantic transfer of knowledge and 

technologies, and an incredible economic boom. In 1980, China 

had the same GDP per capita as India. Today, it’s five times as 

big. It doesn’t mean that poverty has been eradicated in China, 

nor that everything is wonderful there. But the Chinese don’t 

forget about those sections of their population who are still poor. 

The illiteracy rate in Germany lies at roughly eight percent; in 

China, it’s considerably lower.

And yet people say that a process of disengagement is under-

way. The life of a top manager at Siemens has little in common 

with that of a factory worker, even though they both live in 

the same place. What’s your opinion of this development?

You’ve got to differentiate here. It is indeed dangerous if parallel 

societies are formed that don’t speak to each other. 70 percent 

of all Europeans live no further than 20 miles from their home 

town. But most of them have trust in the globally active elites, at 

least that’s my impression. If they drive over a bridge, they ex-

pect it to remain standing. And if they get sick, they get treated 

by top physicians, and they are all constantly utilizing the fruits 

of technological innovation. I don’t see any general mistrust of 

our elites in this.

But?

We live in an envious society, at least here in continental Europe, 

and especially in the German-speaking countries. And certain 

media like to promote conflict in the way they report on things, 

such as when they revealed how much Daniel Vasella earned at 

Novartis or Martin Winterkorn at Volkswagen.

machine production. The company’s loyalty is naturally to the 

inhabitants of Ditzingen. They know the municipality, and they 

help out when there are money problems, whether it’s a matter 

of supporting the local Bach Orchestra, a school, or the football 

club. You can act on the global stage and get involved in culture 

and education at all your sites across the world, but it doesn’t 

mean you have to neglect your roots. That’s what successful  

globalization is about.

So what about you personally? You advise companies all 

over the world and you’re constantly traveling, even today at 

the age of over 80. How important to you is your home city 

of Munich?

I am a global citizen of European origin. I was born in Germany, 

and my home is in Bavaria. I very much like being in my home 

city, I love seeing my children and grandchildren, going to the 

opera here, attending a concert by one of our three world-class 

Munich orchestras, or cheering on FC Bayern in the football  

stadium. I also like eating “Weisswurst,” the local white sausage. 

What I’m trying to say is this: I know that in bars and in the  

media, people often describe the global elite as being “homeless.”  

We’re here today, somewhere else tomorrow. But I think that’s 

an exaggeration, because we all belong to a certain place. We all 

have roots and like to cultivate our old friendships, even if we’re 

traveling to China ten times a year.

This global elite has indeed been discredited recently. It’s not 

like in Thomas Mann’s day, for example, when the elite and 

the upper bourgeoisie were still highly regarded, and were 

seen everywhere as role models.

I don’t know about that. I didn’t live in Thomas Mann’s day, but 

Interview | Roland Berger

“Roots are vital to a 
corporate culture.  
A company loses face 
and character if it  
neglects its origins.”
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Are people once again withdrawing behind their own borders 

because they want to stay loyal to their own citizens?

80 percent of the jobs that vanish will be lost to technological 

progress, but that progress will also create new jobs – even for 

those who lose out from globalization. Do we really want to reject 

progress if it’s going to create productive work and prosperity?

What is wrong about wanting to help those who’ve been left 

behind by globalization?

Nothing at all. But with politicians like Trump, I doubt whether  

they’re really bothered about these people. Such politicians  

simply have a different agenda for power. It’s also interesting 

that politicians still work primarily on a local basis, because 

that’s where their voters are.

Compare that with scientists – if they don’t publish in interna-

tional journals and don’t speak at least two languages, they have 

no chance today. But we don’t always have to complain about 

Mr. Trump alone. We find the same tendencies in Europe. Politi-

cians are focused on getting reelected, even though they ought 

to be more concerned about the greater good. Let’s assume that 

Right now, globalization is being attacked quite vehemently 

from an unexpected quarter: US President Donald Trump is 

threatening to put up walls, impose higher tariffs, and place 

immigration restrictions on people belonging to “foreign”  

religions.

It’s understandable that globalization scares people. Trump is 

toying with this and wants to win elections. But it’s a mockery, 

of course, that it should be a US president who wants to in-

crease tariffs and is so focused on his own nation, because it was 

primarily the American economy that was the initial driver of  

globalization and the global division of labor. And the USA also 

profits from it.

But it’s not just Trump who’s promoting national borders. 

There are right-wing populists all over Europe, not least in 

Germany, where you have the AfD, the so-called “Alternative 

for Germany.” And on the other side you have left-wing  

critics of globalization who protest that having our T-shirts 

produced in Bangladesh is exploitative. Is the era of unfet-

tered globalization at an end? Or, to put it another way:  

Roland Berger: global citizen and doyen of German management consultants.
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the Green Party. They also have their own clientele, and they 

tend to attract the successful, urban middle classes and young 

people. Two-thirds of their voters are under 35, whereas only 20 

to 25 percent of voters of the two mass parties are of that age. 

The way in which you can win a majority in Germany today is 

problematic. Politicians pay more attention to short-term voter 

surveys than to the long-term needs of society.

You have advised many politicians, such as the former  

Federal Chancellor Gerhard Schröder. But you paint a pretty 

pessimistic picture of politics in general.

There are politicians who achieve great things and who can rec-

ognize the signs of the times, like Gerhard Schröder did. History 

shows us that the best politicians always come to power after 

a big crisis: Konrad Adenauer, Charles de Gaulle, and Ludwig  

Erhard were all larger-than-life figures. They were the founding  

fathers of the European Union and were jointly responsible 

for 75 years of peace, democracy, and increasing prosperity in  

Europe. As a result, it’s highly likely that Western Europe will 

never experience war again – at least, I hope that’s the case.

Let’s return once more to those left behind by globalization. 

People who feel left out to dry. Do you understand their  

worries and their anger against those “at the top”?

Of course. They feel left behind by technological progress, and 

young people here want to get involved in politics. They start 

their political career in the local party, then they move up to the 

regional association, and then to the federal level. And every-

where they learn how to win over a majority. At the age of 35 to 

45, they’ve become so set in their ways about wanting to satisfy 

the majority that they are too timid to embrace the truly innova-

tive concepts and focus on the topics that are actually relevant 

to the future of their country.

We were talking about loyalty. People say that politicians are 

opportunists. Are politicians always loyal to the majority, 

and do they spend too much time telling voters what they 

want to hear?

We are living in what I call a clientele system. It’s problematic  

because it’s not democracy as we used to know it – the kind 

of democracy that guaranteed personal liberty and freedom 

of competition for entrepreneurs and employees alike, both  

enabling progress and promoting it.

Can you please explain that?

Every party has its own clientele. There are the retirees, for  

example. In Germany, they generally vote for either the Christian  

Democrats (CDU) or the Social Democrats (SPD), in other 

words for the two mass parties who promise the voters pension 

supplements in every new parliamentary session. Then there is 

Interview | Roland Berger

The spell of natural sciences: scholars of the 
Roland Berger Foundation experimenting in  
the lab during their “Berlin research holidays.”
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don’t have any real equality of opportunity here. This is where 

the Roland Berger Foundation can play a role, because we’re 

trying to rectify this. We have to ensure that children grow up 

with the best possible education and get the support that suits 

their abilities. That is the surest guarantee of success, not least 

in the struggle against the right-wing populists.

What do you mean by that? 

There is a positive correlation between low educational stan-

dards and trust in populism. When you look at what people in 

Great Britain were promised with Brexit, it’s outrageous. It will 

be a disaster. And at the risk of repeating myself, I’m afraid we 

have to hold the media to account in this. If I look at the most  

important talk shows here in Germany, I see scandal and distorted 

reporting. Worst of all, far too little explanations are given. It’s 

hardly surprising that almost no business leaders take part in 

talk shows in Germany. The people who take part in those panels  

are largely hostile to business. What’s more, the participants are 

always being cut off when they speak. There’s no discourse any 

more, just phrasemongering.

You’ve mentioned your Foundation – what exactly do you 

aim to achieve with it?

We are trying to create more equality of opportunity in educa-

tion. That’s why we provide support for talented children from 

deprived families who are eager to learn, and we do that from 

their first year of school up to their high-school certificate. We’ve 

proven that our scholars get better grades than the average in 

Germany, even though they come from so-called uneducated 

homes. It shows that individual mentoring helps. Every year, 

each child gets an individual curriculum and is assigned a volun-

tary mentor who helps him or her to participate in civil society. 

A second “pillar” in our system is our Human Dignity Award. 

We are supporting organizations in Africa that campaign against 

genital mutilation; we’ve given financial aid to women in India 

who’ve developed an app to let them call for help quickly and 

safely if they are accosted by men. We provide our award win-

ners with support in their future plans and activities; we don’t 

give the award simply for what they have achieved in the past. 

That’s an important point, and it puts us in a unique position: 

we’re always concerned with effecting positive change, and with 

the future! 

Sacha Batthyany is a journalist and author. After living for several years in  

the USA, where he worked as US correspondent for the “Tages-Anzeiger,” 

“Das Magazin,” and the “Süddeutsche Zeitung,” he has been working since 

2018 as an editor for the “Background” portfolio of the “NZZ am Sonntag.”

we have to take their worries seriously. We don’t even know yet 

how digitalization and future technological progress will impact 

on the working world of tomorrow. It’s natural for people to  

worry if they work in sectors that are being overrun by digitali-

zation. But it also offers incredible opportunities. A new banking 

system is emerging in Kenya, but not by opening new branches. 

People carry their account around with them on their smart-

phone. Farmers in remote corners can check at all times what 

the price of grain is in Mombasa. That means there is less chance 

of them being exploited by middlemen.

What can we do to assuage people’s concerns?

It’s important to keep them informed. You have to be prepared 

to engage in dialogue. Be objective and transparent. And don’t 

scaremonger. Because in global terms, things are better than 

people generally assume. In 1980, 44 percent of the world’s  

population was poor. According to the United Nations’ definition 

of poverty, that meant they were living on less than 1 dollar and 

25 cents a day. Today, only ten percent of people live in poverty, 

even though the world’s population has grown rapidly. Education  

is the most fundamental weapon in the fight against poverty. 

And in poor countries, education comes about through global-

ization. On the other hand, some things are in a sorry state, even 

here in Germany. The child of a university graduate is still four 

times as likely to get a degree than the child of a worker. We still 

Roland Berger Foundation
The Foundation was set up by Prof. Roland Berger in 2008, and aims 

to promote equality of opportunity. Its “Roland Berger Human Dignity 

Award” honors people and organizations across the world who have 

proven exemplary in their efforts to further human dignity. The next 

award ceremony will take place in Berlin on 21 October 2019, under 

the motto “Is democracy in Europe in danger?!”

With its “German school scholarships,” the Foundation supports  

talented children and young people who have started their school  

education under difficult circumstances. It’s not one’s background  

that ought to determine educational success, but the talent of each 

individual. Fundamental to the work of the program is providing  

each child with support from a voluntary mentor. At present, some 

700 children and young people are being supported by the Founda-

tion, ranging from kids at primary school to those completing their 

school education – usually with a high-school certificate.

For more information, go to www.rolandbergerstiftung.org
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It is regarded as one of the toughest military units in the 

world, but it also offers an opportunity for a new life. 

The French Foreign Legion relies on esprit de corps, dis-

cipline, honor, and loyalty – and exerts a magical appeal 

to men from all manner of countries. We have visited 

the Legion at its headquarters in Aubagne in France. 

The tarred parade ground is shimmering in the heat. Just beyond  

it, two gardeners are pruning red roses. A soldier is guarding the 

entrance to the Foreign Legion, and at the reception there’s a 

door with the words: “Information – Recruitment.” Young men 

are waiting to be called in.

Three of them are talking in Spanish – they’re from southern 

Spain, Columbia, and Argentina respectively. Another is sitting 

on a narrow bench, wearing black sneakers, blue knickerbockers,  

and a white T-shirt whose design features a skull and a motor-

bike. He’s from Algeria. He draws on a cigarette and looks down 

at the floor. “If I manage to get in, I’ll probably have to give up 

smoking,” he says, grinning.

He’s 26 years old, and would rather not tell us his name. He’s 

currently living with friends in Nîmes, and this is his first visit 

to the headquarters of the Foreign Legion here in Aubagne. He 

wants to join up and start a new life as a Legionnaire. Just like 

his friends, he has been dreaming of it for a long time now: “The 

training, the mission, the life in the group, the experiences you 

make – all that appeals to me.”

It sounds like he has prepared his little speech in advance. 

“Now I’m mature enough for the entrance tests,” he says. He 

knows from the internet what he’s in for over the next few days. 

Text: Michael Neubauer | Photos: Julian Salinas

 Foreign,  
but loyal

Report | With the French Foreign Legion

He’ll have to prove he’s physically fit and strong. He has been do-

ing a lot of weight training in recent weeks. “Sure, it’s also about 

having a steady job and getting paid regularly.” But it’s not just 

about that. “The Foreign Legion will make better men out of us.”

The Aubagne recruitment office of the Légion Étrangère is 

open day and night, 365 days in the year. Foreign men aged be-

tween 17 and 40 come to France from all over the world in order 

to apply to join. Every year, some 8000 to 10 000 applicants try 

their luck here, but only one in eight of them is accepted. Since 

the recent, dreadful terror attacks in Paris and Nice, this elite 

unit has been slightly expanded to 9000 Legionnaires – 90 per-

cent of them foreigners.

A tough selection procedure
The Legion is mythical. Since King Louis-Philippe founded it in  

1831, Legionnaires have seen active service wherever the French 

Army has been deployed in combat, whether in colonial wars or 

the World Wars. Over the course of its 188-year history, no less 

than 40 000 members of the Legion are said to have given their 

lives out of loyalty to France.

It is here, on the outskirts of Aubagne outside Marseille, 

that we find the maison mère, the headquarters of the For-

eign Legion. There are 550 Legionnaires and civilians working 

here, mostly in administration and in the recruiting department. 

White regimental buildings are dotted about the site, in between 

pines and cypress trees.

A group of young applicants jogs past on the parade ground, 

dressed in blue tracksuits. They line up before the steps leading 

to the canteen. Whoever comes here seeking admittance into 
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Honor and fidelity: the “Monument aux morts” on the  
parade ground in Aubagne is in memory of fallen Legionnaires.
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“The assembly instructions are missing,” says Ricardo M., grin-

ning. Groups of eight men from different backgrounds are given 

the task of putting up a tent together. “We watch very carefully 

how they communicate – sometimes it’s in English, at other times  

with hand signs. And we can see who’s a leader and who isn’t.”

Isolation fosters team spirit
The Legionnaires come from more than 140 countries, and their 

average age is 23. Their origins also reflect the world’s current 

trouble spots and countries in the midst of upheaval. 28 percent 

come from Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine. These numbers rose 

rapidly after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the break-up of the 

Soviet Union. 13 percent of the men come from South America, 

13 percent from Asia, while 12 percent have left Africa to come 

here and serve France. 34 percent come from Western or Cen-

tral Europe. The starting pay in the French Foreign Legion is 

roughly 1100 euros, net. Board and lodging are free.

Whoever gets through the screening in Aubagne is given his 

first five-year contract and is sent to Castelnaudary in southern 

France for his four-month basic training. “We isolate the group 

so that they’re really on their own. Then they can concentrate 

on team spirit, on their weapons training, and on their French 

lessons.” At the end of this basic training, they all have to have 

mastered 500 words in French. They learn the life of a soldier: 

discipline, hardship, and how to keep order both in their locker 

and in their lives. They sleep little, and their everyday life is 

spent in repetition. They do drill and survival training, in desert 

camps and in the jungle.

Legionnaires are currently deployed in the struggle against 

terror in the countries of the Sahel region in Africa, in Ivory 

Coast, and on training missions to Iraq. The Legionnaires also 

participate in peace-keeping missions of the UN and NATO. In 

France itself, they man check-points in the streets of Paris and 

are deployed for anti-terror operations – but they also help out 

after hurricanes, forest fires, and flooding.

One man who got accepted many years ago is Thierry F. 

(39). He comes from Pondicherry in the southeast of India and 

applied to join the Legion in 2004. He had come to France at the 

age of 19 to learn about heating, ventilation, and air condition-

ing. “My mother wanted me to study so that I could work and 

support my family financially.”

But as a foreigner, he had major problems getting a working 

visa. The Foreign Legion offered him the prospect of a secure 

salary that was many times what he could have earned in India. 

the Foreign Legion, like them, has to endure two to three tough 

selection weeks, cut off from the outside world. Many of them 

are well prepared, according to Ricardo M., an NCO: “Most of 

them have already been training in fitness centers, and they’ve 

seen videos about us on YouTube.”

He’s standing with us in a room in the selection building, 

where it smells of rubber because of the black floor mats. The 

applicants hand over their personal effects at a counter, and are 

in return given a minimum of equipment: a survival kit, a blue 

tracksuit, toiletries, a pair of white socks, a water bottle, and 

bathing shoes. They have their photograph taken in front of a 

wall with a measuring rod to determine their height.

Two floors higher up, three young men are waiting in a cor-

ridor, dressed in their tracksuits. They seem tense and focused, 

and are looking at blown-up photos on the wall. These show  

Legionnaires marching proudly in the military parade along the 

Champs-Élysées on French National Day, 14 July, and a unit of 

Legionnaires in the jungle of French-Guiana.

A second chance in life
These young men haven’t got that far yet. Here in Aubagne they 

are still being given a grilling. Psychologists engage in conver-

sation with them, carrying out motivation tests, and physicians 

also put them through their paces. How strong are their nerves? 

Would they do anything for France? Will they show absolute  

loyalty to their commander? “We observe them every day to see 

how they behave and develop over time,” says Ricardo M.

The security checks are also important. The myth of the  

Legion has come about not least because the men accepted  

into it have always been given a second chance in life: they get 

a new identity and a new name that they may keep for good, if 

they wish.

For a long time, the Foreign Legion was regarded as a melt-

ing pot of all sorts of criminals and failures, even dangerous  

felons. Violent men were able to find a new home in the Legion.  

But the Legion is more discerning today when it comes to the 

past history of its new recruits. Press officer Cédric S. assures 

us that the intelligence services and Interpol help them check 

whether applicants have committed serious crimes, and whether  

they are wanted internationally. “Drug dealers, murderers, and 

other dangerous criminals haven’t got a chance here,” he says.

Outside, in front of the building, there is sports equipment 

for doing pull-ups, and there are metal boxes with tents inside. 

Report | With the French Foreign Legion
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Daniel has seen active service in Central Africa, and also was 

in Ivory Coast in 2003 and in Mali in 2013. Before he joined the 

Legion, Daniel served as a soldier in the French Army. Whereas 

most soldiers in the army are allowed to live outside their bar-

racks after a certain period of time, the families of most Legion-

naires live far away. “In the Foreign Legion, your comrades and 

colleagues are your family,” he says. And the rules are strict: 

during their first five-year contract, for example, Legionnaires 

are forbidden from getting married.

The spirit of the Foreign Legion
Legio Patria Nostra: the Legion is our fatherland. This motto 

stands in big letters on the wall of the Museum of the Foreign  

Legion. It opened here in Aubagne just a few years ago, on the 

edge of the parade ground. Inside, a Legionnaire is giving a guided  

tour to a group of female students from the USA. He’s telling 

them about how the Legion was founded, and about the white 

“kepi” that is their distinguishing feature. It served primarily to 

protect soldiers from the sun, and was originally khaki-colored. 

But the sunlight and repeated washings bleached the hat, and so 

it was decided to make it white from the start.

The young women stand in a corner of the room, fascinated. 

A beamer is projecting images of the Battle of Camerone, which 

took place in Mexico on 30 April 1863. A series of abstract dots 

is used to describe the events of that day, with a large number 

of brown dots – signifying Mexican soldiers – battling a small 

number of yellow dots – the Legionnaires. Three officers and 62 

Legionnaires fought throughout the day against 2000 Mexican 

soldiers, including 800 cavalrymen. The French Captain Jean 

Danjou ultimately barricaded himself and his men in a hacienda, 

in extreme heat and without any water. When the last six Le-

gionnaires fit for action had no bullets left, they attacked the 

enemy with their bayonets. On that day, at least 300 Mexicans 

died alongside 39 Legionnaires. The Legion keeps Captain Dan-

jou’s prosthetic wooden hand in the crypt of its museum today, 

housed in a glass case – it’s now a holy relic.

That battle still has great significance for young Legion-

naires, according to press officer Cédric S., because it illustrates 

their duty to carry out a military operation to the bitter end, to 

obey their commanding officer, and even to sacrifice their lives if 

necessary. “The Battle of Camerone represents the spirit of the 

Foreign Legion, which is why it is repeatedly referred to during 

a Legionnaire’s training.”

The Legion commemorates this Battle every year on 30 April.  

Here in Aubagne, at its headquarters, the parade ground fills 

“Even my 1000 euros at the start of my service in the Legion 

was a huge amount of money to me.” When Legionnaires are de-

ployed abroad, they also get high bonuses on top of their wages.

Comradeship among foreigners
Today, Thierry F. is a sergeant, and works as a personnel man-

ager in administration in Aubagne. In 2007 he spent a year with 

the Legion in Kosovo. He also spent five years with them in  

Senegal. He remembers his first few months very well because 

he reached the limits of what his body could endure when he did 

his training in Castelnaudary. “Mentally I coped well,” he says. 

But he also remembers the dreaded training march: 30 miles 

over two days with a rucksack weighing more than 50 pounds. 

“I really suffered, especially on the second day.” His comrades 

helped him keep going till the end of the march – “mostly with 

words and gestures.”

Was it difficult for him to become loyal to the army of a for-

eign country? No, he says, insisting that loyalty isn’t something 

that he only learned from his French employers. He is certain 

that loyalty is something that we pick up very early in life. “We 

learn it from our parents as we are growing up, it develops bit by 

bit.” Later, he believes, it’s up to every individual to decide who 

is deserving of their loyalty. Thierry used to obey his mother: 

“It’s her I have to thank for what I am today.” But for him, loyalty 

isn’t something that you give in return for something else: “We 

Legionnaires give of our best without expecting anything from 

the Legion in return – that’s what loyalty is.” And yet he is also 

aware of the opportunities that the Legion has given him over 

the years. For example, he took up their offer of a new name: 

“We Legionnaires are all equal and we set out together – so a 

new name has something instructive about it.”

Back into civilian life
It’s shortly after midday, and the NCOs are arriving in their  

uniforms at the officers’ mess. Regimental emblems are hanging 

on the walls. The men greet each other with a handshake. They 

sit at wooden-fronted counters, drinking Heineken, and begin  

to chat before moving into the canteen. Today, the menu is 

chicken curry with vegetables, then a strawberry slice for des-

sert. The mood is positive, their voices loud. Sitting in their 

midst is 42-year-old Daniel H., who is given a special welcome. 

Tomorrow, he’ll be retiring from the Legion.

Daniel comes from Réunion Island, a French department in 

the Indian Ocean, and after leaving the Legion he plans to open 

up a restaurant in his house back on the island. But first, the  

Legion will pay for a course to get him readjusted to civilian life. 

Report | With the French Foreign Legion
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The spirit of the Foreign Legion: together with 65 other  
Legionnaires, Captain Jean Danjou fought and died in battle  
against 2000 Mexican soldiers in Camerone in 1863. His  
wooden prosthetic hand is kept in the Foreign Legion’s  
Museum today, in memory of this act of unconditional loyalty.
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Standing to attention: aspiring Legionnaires  
waiting in front of the canteen.

A tough selection process: height isn’t a criterion, but  
recruits to the Legion are tested to the limit.
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The Colonel also refers us to the Legion’s code of honor. 

You can even buy it as a poster in the little shop here at the  

headquarters. The code’s Article 1 says: “Legionnaire, you are a 

volunteer, serving France with honor and fidelity.” And Article 3 

adds this: “Showing respect for traditions and devotion to your 

leaders, discipline and comradeship are your strengths, courage 

and loyalty your virtues.”

But what are the chances that a foreigner in the Legion will 

rise up the ranks? As a unit of the French ground forces, the  

Legion is commanded primarily by French officers, 90 percent 

of whom are French by birth and have attended a French officer 

training college. Dufour explains that they act as guarantors to 

the French state that the loyalty of the Legionnaires remains to 

France and to the French Army.

But it’s not just the Legionnaires who demonstrate loyalty 

– France and its Army are also loyal to them. Foreigners who 

have served honorably and loyally during their first five-year 

contract with the Legion are given the right to apply for French 

citizenship. And 15 percent of all Legionnaires do precisely 

that. Anyone wounded when serving France is given citizenship  

automatically.

Whether their service lasts for five, ten, 20, or 40 years:  

afterwards, every Legionnaire has recourse to a vast network. 

There are regular meetings for former members, and homes for 

the elderly and the disabled where Legionnaires can live out 

their final years.

When they are discharged in the hall of honor by the  

crypt, Legionnaires are thanked for their loyalty – and loyalty  

is promised to them in return. Dufour explains: “We say to 

them, ‘This is the end of your active service as a Legionnaire, 

but you will remain a Legionnaire all your life. The Legion will 

not forget you.’ ” 

NB: For security reasons and at the request of the Foreign 

Legion, we do not give the surnames of the Legionnaires we 

interviewed.

Michael Neubauer worked in Paris from 2013 to 2018 as a freelance corre-

spondent for German media outlets. Today he works as an editor for series 

and projects at the “Badische Zeitung,” and often travels to France from his 

home just across the border in Freiburg im Breisgau.

with Legionnaires from all eleven regiments, along with many 

high-ranking officers and former Legionnaires. They assemble 

before the Monument aux morts, the Legion’s monument to 

its dead. It features a large depiction of the globe, on which all 

the countries where Legionnaires have seen action are marked 

in gold.

A French success story
In a building across the parade ground, Colonel Nicolas Dufour, 

the Chief of Staff, is seated at his desk. On the wall hangs a 

painting drenched in dark green colors – it depicts a soldier in 

the jungle, holding his machine gun. Dufour had it brought up 

here from the museum archive: “I found the walls of my office 

rather empty,” he says.

To him, this French unit of foreign soldiers is a universalist  

model of success that is typically French. These men from all 

over the world were never really expected to find any sense 

of mutual understanding – after all, here you find Englishmen 

alongside Argentinians, Russians and Ukrainians, Indians and 

Pakistanis. “It can seem a little strange,” he says.

In fact, he explains, the Foreign Legion is the most multi-

national institution in the world, after the UN itself. The idea 

that foreigners are ready to fight for France has proven popular 

– you just have to go to the military parade on the Champs-Ély-

sées on Bastille Day to see how much the French public loves its 

Legionnaires. They are given “rousing applause” by the people 

swarming along the boulevard.

But what does it take for this multicultural unit to function? 

How do they inspire such loyalty and fidelity in foreigners so 

that they are willing to serve France and, if necessary, to die for 

her? These men give up their former lives, their home country,  

their family, their friends, and their habits. Dufour says: “We  

create a kind of fatherland for these men who come from all over 

the world, from all cultures and creeds. We place a great empha-

sis on what unites them – on what they have in common.”

The Legionnaire’s code of honor 
The French language is the glue that binds together this multi-

national unit. But it also has its esprit de corps, its discipline,  

its remembered history, and its traditions. What’s also impor-

tant is a set of core values – especially honor and loyalty. “The 

words ‘honor and fatherland’ are on all the flags of the French 

military,” says Dufour. “But the motto of the Foreign Legion is 

‘honor and loyalty’.”
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Masterpieces | Josef Bergler the Elder

There are several ways for us to get to grips with this masterpiece in  

miniature. Despite its small dimensions, it exudes a large-scale sense 

of inner monumentality and dramatic excitement. This is wholly typical for 

the period when it was made, the mid-18th century, when the Renaissance  

tradition of small-scale, table sculptures was enjoying a revival of interest 

and underwent a particular resurgence in France. This sculpture is a work 

of incredible refinement with great attention to detail. It is not, as one might 

at first suspect, a bozzetto or a modello – a model for a work to be executed 

on a larger scale. It is an object of the highest quality that can stand on its 

own. The sculptor has convincingly carved out every detail in the alabaster,  

portraying the physical tension of his figures with a remarkable sense of 

realism and with an elegance no less remarkable.

Such small-scale sculptures were more affordable than larger works. 

What’s more, they were easier to display and to move about in the homes 

of those who commissioned them. Monumental sculptures, on the other 

hand, were intended for rooms whose dimensions were very different 

from the everyday residences of the time.

Together with its companion piece “The rescue of Hagar in  

the desert,” this sculpture of “Abraham’s sacrifice” was initially 

part of a group owned by Josef Bergler the Younger (1753–1829), 

the sculptor’s son, who was himself a painter and active primarily in 

Bohemia, especially in Prague. Shortly before Christmas 1823, Rudolf, Prince 

Kinsky of Wchinitz and Tettau (1802–1836), who worked as an Imperial 

Councilor (“Gubernialrat”) in Prague, bought both sculptures for his family’s 

palace on the Altstädter Ring. They were on display next to each other in the 

city palace of the Kinsky family in Vienna on Freyung square until 1986, after 

which Franz Ulrich Prince Kinsky put them on the art market. In 2002, Prince 

Hans-Adam II von und zu Liechtenstein bought “Abraham’s sacrifice” for the 

Princely Collections.

The sculptor was Josef Bergler the Elder (1718–1788), who in 1750 

submitted just such a small-scale sculpture to the competition 

of the sculpture class at the Viennese Academy, winning first 

prize. This was a highly sought-after accolade, not least 

because it granted the winner the unlimited right to 

settle in any of the Habsburgs’ hereditary lands. After  

finishing his studies, Bergler returned to his home 

town of Salzburg. The local scene was notable for its 

intrigues, but Bergler was able to rise above them by 

being appointed court sculptor of the Bishop of Gurk, 

Faithful unto death



CREDO | 29

Jo
se

f 
Be

rg
le

r 
th

e 
El

de
r, 

de
ta

il 
fr

om
 “

A
br

ah
am

’s 
sa

cr
ifi

ce
,”

 1
75

3.
 

©
 L

IE
C

H
TE

N
ST

EI
N

. T
he

 P
rin

ce
ly

 C
ol

le
ct

io
ns

, V
ad

uz
–V

ie
nn

a

Dr. Johann Kräftner is the director of the Princely Collections of the House  

of Liechtenstein and from 2002 to 2011 was director of the LIECHTENSTEIN 

MUSEUM, Vienna. He is the author of numerous monographs on the history 

and theory of architecture.

Joseph Maria Graf von Thun und Hohenstein (1713–1763), who took him 

with him to Passau when he was enthroned as Prince Bishop there in 

1761. Bergler was responsible for some of the remarkable sculptures and 

decorations in the Bishop’s new residence in Passau, which was being 

renovated at the time. His cherubs on the staircase banisters are particu-

larly worthy of note.

The story of the sculptor and his work offers 

us one way of gaining a better understand-

ing of this sculpture; another is to consider 

the topic he chose. This is one of many 

artistic depictions of the dramatic mo-

ment of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of his 

son Isaac, as described in the Book of 

Genesis in the Old Testament. Abraham  

already has his knife in his right hand, 

ready to kill his son as a demonstration of his absolute trust in God, who 

has demanded this ultimate sacrifice as a test of his fidelity. God had said: 

“Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 

Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains 

of which I shall tell you” (Genesis 22:2). But at the last moment, an angel 

appears and orders Abraham to stay his hand: “But the angel of the Lord 

called to him from heaven and said, ‘Abraham, Abraham!’ And he said, 

‘Here I am.’ He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to 

him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your 

son, your only son, from me’.” (Genesis 22:11–12)

In this sculpture, the angel points to heaven with his right hand, and 

with his left physically prevents Abraham from committing the deed. 

Isaac lies slumped before his father, his eyes bound. But behind the altar 

we can already see the ram caught in a thicket by its horns, awaiting its 

fate, for it will now take the place of Isaac as the sacrificial victim.

Abraham’s loyalty to God has been tested and proven, and will now 

be rewarded: “And the angel of the Lord called to Abraham a second 

time from heaven and said, ‘By myself I have sworn, declares the Lord,  

because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your 

only son, I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your 

offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the 

seashore’.” (Genesis 22:15–17) Abraham’s faith and loyalty 

opened up the gates of God’s eternal favor. 
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All for one, and one for all!
Dumas depicts the French court as a veritable minefield fraught 

with danger at every step. No one can ever reveal his true face, 

and the courtiers live a life of constant dissimulation. No one 

trusts anyone. One artful intrigue is always followed promptly 

by another, and bribery and power plays are everywhere. It is 

into this world that a young nobleman from Gascony finds him-

self catapulted. His name is d’Artagnan, and he has brought 

nothing with him to Paris except his good name and his old nag, 

entrusted to him by his father: “This horse,” said his father, “was 

born almost 13 years ago in this house and has always remained 

here. So you have no choice but to love him. Never sell him.  

Let him die quietly and honorably of old age, and if you go off to 

war with him, treat him with the same care you would show an 

aging servant.” 

D’Artagnan’s entry into Paris on this old horse is anything 

but glamorous, but a nobleman must remain loyal to all in his 

household.

It is d’Artagnan’s dream to be accepted into the Musketeers 

of the Guard. And indeed, he meets three of them soon after his 

arrival: Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, with whom he strikes up 

a friendship. In a place where treachery lurks at every corner, 

there is nothing more valuable than loyalty. The four of them 

swear to fight against lies, deception, and duplicity: “All for one, 

Most bestsellers are very much bound up with their time. 

They can be hugely popular one year, but already forgot-

ten by the next. “The Three Musketeers” by Alexandre Dumas, 

however, is a very different matter. It was a huge success in 

1844, the year it was first published as a serialized novel in the 

French newspaper “Le Siècle,” yet it has lost almost none of its 

popularity since then. It’s still read today, and remains attrac-

tive to filmmakers, too. Even if you have never actually read this 

cloak-and-dagger novel, the very mention of its title is probably 

enough for you to have a pretty good idea of what it’s all about.

It’s hardly by chance that this book is so resilient. “The Three 

Musketeers” is light entertainment in the best sense of the word, 

because its story is engaging in a way as delicious as it is in-

genious. Even today’s readers can find themselves addicted to  

Dumas’s shifting backdrops, his unremitting ironic charm, and 

the dexterous weave of his sentences.

For all the almost absurdly complicated details of the plot, 

its basic outline is actually very clear. It takes place in the year 

1625. Louis XIII is King of France, but the man pulling the strings 

is really his First Minister, Cardinal Richelieu, who was both 

famous and feared in his day. Richelieu’s politics are directed  

against the Habsburgs – and since they are also the family of 

Queen Anna, the wife of Louis XIII, this heartless tactician does 

his utmost to drive a wedge between the Queen and the King.

Honor and loyalty in the age of chivalry
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from this delicate situation by men whose loyalty and discretion 

she can trust. This is the moment for the Musketeers to come 

into their own, along with their young, brave, hot-blooded friend 

d’Artagnan – who acquits himself brilliantly. If such men can rely 

on each other, then no goal is too exalted for them, and even the 

intrigues of Cardinal Richelieu can be thwarted. 

Ijoma Mangold is a cultural-political correspondent of the weekly news-

paper “Die Zeit.” He has won the Berlin Prize for Literary Criticism, and  

is a member of the quartet of critics featured in the literature program 

“Lesenswert Quartett” on SWR TV in Germany. In 2017, Mangold published 

his first novel, entitled “Das deutsche Krokodil. Meine Geschichte” (“The 

German crocodile. My story”).

Alexandre Dumas 
père
This author of numerous 

adventure novels lived 

from 1802 to 1870. He 

shouldn’t be confused 

with his son Alexandre 

Dumas fils, who was 

also a writer, and who 

became famous primar-

ily with his novel “The 

Lady of the Camellias” 

(the source for Verdi’s 

opera “La Traviata”). 

Dumas was the grand-

son of a French aristo-

crat who in 1760 went 

to live on Haiti for several years, where he had four children with a 

black slave girl. When these children were in turn due to be given up 

into slavery, their father – who had meanwhile returned home – was 

able to buy the freedom of his youngest son and have him brought to 

France, where as an adult he advanced to the rank of general under 

Napoléon, married the daughter of an innkeeper, and had a son him-

self: Alexandre Dumas.

Dumas père became an important representative of French Romantic 

literature. He was a master of the art of the serialized novel, and had 

a whole workshop of authors working for him. He was always as  

popular with the general public as he was with Parisian high society. 

But his dark skin and curly hair reflected his African heritage, and also 

made him an object of mockery and insult throughout his life.

and one for all!” It is hardly a coincidence that the Captain of the 

Musketeers, Monsieur de Tréville, has the words fidelis et fortis 

in his family coat of arms: faithful and strong. Loyalty must be 

sworn, precisely because it is so precious and so rare.

Honor slighted
It is only since the 19th century – when the nuclear family 

emerged as the bourgeois ideal – that the concept of being faith-

ful has been associated primarily with a binding commitment 

between a man and a woman. Before then, ties of personal loy-

alty were far more important between men: between a feudal 

lord and his vassal, or a king and his nobles. And a servant, too, 

had to be loyal to his master. In sociological terms, one might 

say that such loyalty was emphasized precisely in those circum-

stances where social relationships had not yet been solidified 

in law.

Because loyalty is neither contractually governed nor can it 

be an object of judicial redress, it is based solely on one’s own 

sense of honor. As a man of honor, it is incumbent on one to keep 

one’s own pledge of loyalty. It is this link between honor and  

loyalty that Alexandre Dumas utilizes to generate the conflicts 

in his novel. Because the French court of the early 17th century 

was not just home to intrigue, but also extremely touchy about 

matters of honor. In this status-conscious world, the most absurd  

slights could injure a man’s sense of honor.

Even d’Artagnan almost ends up in a duel with the three 

Musketeers when first they run into each other. They have al-

ready drawn their swords when the Cardinal’s guards arrive 

to arrest them – because the very popularity of dueling has 

prompted the King to forbid it. But the Musketeers are devoted 

to the King, and even more so to the Queen, and so they regard 

the Cardinal as their arch-enemy and detest his guardsmen. 

Their affair of honor with d’Artagnan is promptly forgotten, and 

all four of them now unite to fight the Cardinal’s men. Thanks 

to their grace and skill as swordsmen, they emerge triumphant.

Affairs amorous and political
This collaboration in combat serves to bring the three Muske-

teers and the young Gascon together: now they know that they 

can trust each other. The rest of the novel centers on an intrigue 

around a diamond brooch that Richelieu hopes will sully the 

honor of the Queen. He aims to have her branded an adulteress 

on account of her affair with the powerful Duke of Buckingham. 

In this “age of chivalry,” as Dumas calls the period in which he 

set his novel, affairs are usually both amorous and political. The 

Cardinal’s spies are everywhere, so the Queen can only be saved 

Literary choice | Alexandre Dumas
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Text: Gerd B. Achenbach | Illustration: Markus Roost 

Look before you leap. What is the value today of a genuine, truthful promise? 

We embark on a philosophical excursion around second-order volition, stopping 

along the way to visit Seneca, Schiller, and Nietzsche.

Promises, promises
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Essay | The value of words

Let’s start off with a serious point: credo, from Classical Latin, 

means in English: “I believe” or “I trust,” or, to put it more nicely, 

I grant my trust. And in decent dictionaries, we can read that 

such trust is founded on the “fidelity” of a person who is thus 

“trusted” by us. In other words, my opposite number gains my 

trust, which is granted by me. In proof of this notion, people like 

to quote a saying of the philosopher Seneca: post amicitiam 

credendum est, ante amicitiam iudicandum. That means: 

After forming a friendship, you should practice implicit trust; 

but exercise your judgment before making friends.

This is just a brief glance back into a time when many of 

our concepts were shaped and their use was honed in everyday 

speech, like the word quoted at the outset here: credo. Inci-

dentally: if it’s not me who is placing trust, but he/she/it, then 

the correct conjugation is credit – which remains a well-known 

word today. Nor should it bother us that “credit” is generally 

regarded as being derived from crēditum, meaning a thing 

“entrusted to another.” Because the person to whom I entrust 

something holds it “in trust,” and thus has a “fiduciary respon-

sibility” – the latter phrase being derived from the same Latin 

verb, fidere, from which “fidelity” is derived.

We thus have two of the three concepts that I need for my 

musings here: trust and fidelity. The third concept I need is:  

the promise.

The promise – in its strict sense
It isn’t difficult to introduce this concept here, because how 

could trust or fidelity be better proven than by keeping a  

promise? “I give you my word ...” says someone when promis-

ing something; and he might well be astonished to realize how 

precisely our language expresses what we mean. Because what 

is “given” here is more than just a word, something uttered then 

tossed aside, unbinding. This word, solemnly affirmed, is a thing 

that indeed binds, because it is “given,” and in a certain sense is 

even “given away.” I have it no longer; my opposite number has 

it, he to whom I gave it as a pledge. This has consequences: he 

who “has my word” is free at any time to “take me at my word.” 

And he may do so, trusting that I shall “keep my word.” But 

what does this actually mean? My promise – the thing I have 

promised – has lost its airy form and has become something solid;  

something – to use a metaphor – fundamental. At the same 

time, by making this promise we potentially have a fundamental  

problem, one worthy of scrupulous inspection. So let’s take a 

brief look at what it means: this human prerogative of “making 

a promise.”
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Essay | The value of words

Some people who prefer to live only for today might find such 

rigor an incomprehensibly excessive, even scandalous demand, 

and they might take fright at such an absence of exception. 

“Where’s the escape hatch?” such a person might ask, assuring 

us that he is more than happy to commit himself to something, 

but only if for safety’s sake there is an exit clause. To him, such 

a “once and for all” commitment somehow smacks of a “for ever 

and ever amen,” and he will not be sure what bothers him more: 

the notion of commitment or the notion of eternity. Because  

human beings as we know them today like to remain “footloose.” 

They don’t like being nailed down to something. They are afraid 

of having their freedom curtailed if we remind them that they 

have promised something. And “eternity” is something they cer-

tainly don’t like, for everything to them seems in any case in a 

state of flux. Even the very word “eternity” makes them uncom-

fortable. It really scares them, and can send them scurrying off 

into their excuses like a mouse into a mousehole.

No more word of honor
World literature, however, confirms the serious nature of fidel-

ity and the inviolability of a given promise. Schiller’s ballad “Die 

Bürgschaft” (“The pledge”), for example, tells of two friends 

who remain unwaveringly faithful even in the face of death, 

and of how this fidelity ultimately touches the heart of a vicious  

tyrant. Schiller offers us an arguably unique case: a cynic who 

undergoes a fundamental reversal of his position – a conversion 

in fact. Fidelity, declares the tyrant Dionysius at the close, “is 

no empty delusion after all,” and he begs the two friends: “Now 

grant my wish to join the two of you in friendship!” Is it possible 

that fidelity – a promise kept “to the end of the world” – can be 

proven only by such an improbable, overwhelming example?

Or is such rigor doomed to be swept aside today with a bland 

“oh, forget it!,” given that the man or woman of our time – pliable 

and geared for compromise – is more likely to interpret such  

fidelity as mere fanaticism? After all, even the “word of honor” 

has meanwhile lost its aura of near-sacred inviolability. Losing  

one’s “honor” is no longer seen as the worst of all possible evils. 

There was a time when, if you deprived a man of his honor, 

this left him a nobody, an ignoble, worthless non-person. This 

is why it was a point of honor to keep what one had promised:  

“steadfast in fidelity.”

This last phrase is one I use deliberately, for I sense that 

some will be on guard against it. This phrase was once upon a 

time embossed on soldiers’ belt buckles and engraved on war 

monuments, and it might prompt umbrage because “steadfast in 

For ever and ever?
Whoever goes in search of answers to such fundamental ques-

tions has to take care not to go scavenging in the shallow, harm-

less waters of the present. If we are going to have any success 

in our search, we have to exert our powers of recollection. Then 

we might perhaps discover what it once used to mean when 

someone gave a promise – what it fundamentally entailed, in all 

its potential severity. Such as when a man solemnly promised, 

before witnesses, to be faithful to his bride “for better or worse,” 

to “have and to hold … to love and to cherish,” and to do so 

forever, not as long as it was convenient and things went well, 

but unconditionally, categorically. It is this stipulation alone that 

seals the promise. We know what it means, this “forever,” be-

cause the classical marriage vows state it clearly: “until death us 

do part.” Only death has the right to discharge us from a promise 

made “once and for all.” Such a promise had real force, and was 

what provided its incredible intensity – one might even say: its 

deadly seriousness.

“ ‘I give you my word ...’  
says someone when 
promising something; 
and he might well be  
astonished to realize how 
precisely our language 
expresses what we mean:  
Because I have the  
‘given’ word no longer; 
my opposite number has 
it, he to whom I gave it 
as a pledge.”
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while reserving judgment on what might be expedient tomorrow.  

No, such behavior is that of those “lean and empty hounds ... 

who promise when they have no right to do so.” Today, we have 

another word for these dubious fellows: windbags we call them, 

or turncoats. In sociological terms, they are the smart, pliable, 

attuned, nimble jacks-of-all-trades who can change color quicker  

than the chameleon with its gnarled skin. Don’t believe their 

promises! They lack character. 

Only a human being of whom we can say: he is a man of 

character (which essentially means to praise him) – someone of 

whom we know what to expect and what we may reckon with, 

and of whom we can be sure of what he would never accept – only 

such a person who is “knowable” in this sense can be trusted.  

It is this person who has the right to make promises. This is a 

truly “free” individual, assured in and of himself, who places the 

greatest importance on his choices, his decisions, and the con-

clusions that result from them, and who sticks to what he once 

wanted because he does not want to disburden himself of his 

choice. It is only such a human being who deserves “trust, awe, 

and reverence” (to quote Nietzsche once again). I would only 

add here: such a person earns our respect. And that says a lot.

The lower will and the higher will
This human being can differentiate between spontaneous desires  

that emerge from our irresponsible inner being, our “principle of 

desire,” our shortsighted will on the one hand – let’s call it our 

lower, ephemeral will – and our deliberate, carefully considered, 

cautious, and calm will on the other that is mature enough to 

make decisions – let’s call it our “higher,” scrutinized, consistent 

will. It is this latter, “second-order” will of ours of which we may 

safely say it keeps what it promises. What it says now will also be 

valid in future. We can be sure of this, regardless of what might 

come, what might be, and what as yet remains hidden from us. 

Dr. Gerd B. Achenbach is a philosopher 

and author of numerous books. In 1981 

he founded the first-ever “International 

Association for Philosophical Practice.” 

www.achenbach-pp.de

fidelity” – semper fidelis, in German “In Treue fest” – somehow 

sounds a little like the dreadful “Nibelungen loyalty” that was 

soiled forever by Hitler’s reign of terror. But no, that’s wrong! 

The National Socialists actually banned semper fidelis by of-

ficial pronouncement in February 1934 because it belonged to 

the royalist remnants of the former Kingdom of Bavaria. So, its 

innocence is assured. And we should learn from this that high-

minded notions, ideals, and virtues do not cease to matter just 

because they have been debased by the Brownshirts and their 

kind. Fidelity was abused by them, to be sure. But should we not 

rather stand by victims of abuse, instead of casting them out?

The privilege of being human
A great philosopher – one of the last true greats – might be able 

to offer us some assurance in this. Friedrich Nietzsche’s “pathos 

of distance” made him a lonely man “out of his time” – in other 

words, a man who was never a “follower” of others, but a dis-

senter, one who did not say what others wanted to hear, and who 

therefore himself lets us hear “unheard-of” things.

This thinker, who trod paths that he cleared for himself,  

believed that the last, highest task of world history would be 

“to breed an animal with the right to make promises.” I am sure 

that young people will promptly declare that to be absurd. And 

they’d be right. Because Nietzsche regarded it as both an extra-

ordinary privilege and a prerogative – one that only a few will 

ever truly attain – to be a human being who can “stand security 

for his own future.” And only he can do this – or, rather, only he 

may do this – who promises “with difficulty, rarely, and slowly,” 

and who “gives his word as something that can be relied upon 

because he knows he is strong enough to keep it, even in the 

face of disaster, even ‘against fate itself’.” We should here recall 

Schiller’s Pledge … but most people, as we know, get through 

life more happily – which perhaps only means: unscathed – if 

they preserve that forgetfulness that is also a characteristic of 

the human condition. Their conversation tends to proceed along 

the lines of: “Do you still know what you said?” – “Sorry, no, I 

can’t recall.” That’s today’s ploy to get us off the hook.

Windbags and chameleons
The “sovereign” human being, however – thus spake Nietzsche 

once again – is the “owner of a long, unbreakable will,” who 

has become “lord” over his fickle, petty emotions, fancies, and  

momentary needs, who refuses to make excuses, whose pride 

forbids him to hide behind any excuse along the lines of “I didn’t 

know how it could come to this,” and who is so secure in himself 

that he would despise all notion of promising one thing today, 



36 | CREDO

When I moved to Rome some 20 years ago, saying my fare-

wells was more dramatic than it would be today. Traveling was 

expensive, as was communicating with the people back home. 

My wife and I have been a couple since high school, so my deci-

sion to join the Guard meant we had to live out a long-distance 

relationship for two years. In order to see me over the space of 

two afternoons, she had to stay in Rome for a total of four days. 

By contrast, people today can easily stay in contact through  

social media, and flying has also become cheaper.

I was in the Guard under Pope John Paul II, who radiated an 

incredible aura. Just being close to him sent shivers down your 

spine. I got to know the later Pope Benedict XVI when he was 

Cardinal Ratzinger. He was more intellectual, somewhat more 

distant, but very approachable all the same. He is a fascinating 

personality. Members of the Swiss Guard are allowed an audi-

ence with the Pope, and they can bring their family along on one 

occasion. We also often meet him in the corridors of the palace. 

Pope John Paul II regularly spoke to us, even in German. He 

asked how we were, and maybe asked from which diocese we 

came. Pope Francis will sometimes pat the Guardsmen on the 

back and offer encouragement.

The Swiss Guard was founded in 1506, and it’s the oldest 

military corps in existence today. It’s been loyal for more than 

500 years. Every year, we Guardsmen remember the ‘Sacco di 

Roma,’ the sacking of Rome by the mercenaries of Emperor  

Charles V on 6 May 1527, when 147 Swiss Guardsmen were 

killed. Only 42 survived as they helped the Pope escape. Their 

commander, Kaspar Röist, also died; he was a son of the mayor 

of Zurich. During the Reformation, when Zurich became Protes-

tant, the mayor wrote to his son and asked him to return home. 

But Kaspar replied that he was bound to the Pope by his oath of 

loyalty, and so he stayed.

Over the centuries, corps of Italian guards were also set up. 

But when Pope Paul VI instituted numerous reforms to promote 

Tourists from all over the world love to photograph 

them with their helmets and halberds. But the job of  

the Swiss Guards is deadly serious: if the occasion  

demands it, they will lay down their life for the Holy  

Father. Lukas Schmucki swore his oath of allegiance 

some 20 years ago. Today, he’s encouraging young  

Swiss men to follow his example.

“ ‘Acriter et fideliter’ is the motto of the Swiss Guard – that’s 

‘fiercely and faithfully’ in English. Every member of the Swiss 

Guard swears an oath of loyalty to the Pope. How did I find the 

swearing-in ceremony? To be quite honest, when I had to step 

up solemnly in front of all the dignitaries, my main concern was 

just to do everything right: to remember all of the oath, then 

make my ‘about turn’ without tripping up.

But preparing for the big moment made a deep impres-

sion. The oath to the Pope commits you to be faithful to the 

death, if needs be. It demands a sense of loyalty that has to 

be rooted in faith, and isn’t in line with our modern notions of 

self-optimization. It is a decision that both requires and fosters  

personal maturity.

Early on, I felt a desire to join the Swiss Guard. I come from 

the Linth region in eastern Switzerland, which is a traditional  

recruitment area. In order to join the Guard, you have to have 

completed either a professional apprenticeship or your high-

school certificate, and you have to have attended military training 

school. Once I’d done my military training, I started my degree  

studies at the University of St. Gallen. But after completing my 

foundation course, I wanted to give my life a different angle. I 

wanted to live abroad, to learn Italian, to get to know the history 

of the Vatican, and to deepen my faith. So I decided to serve for 

two years in the Swiss Guard.

Text and portrait photo: Stephan Lehmann-Maldonado 

“Once a Guard,  
always a Guard”
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recruitment process for the Swiss Guard, and give a human face 

to both the Guard and the Church.

We live in a society where people are used to having a multi-

tude of options, and where no one likes to commit themselves to 

anything. This is the zeitgeist, and many societies and employers 

are facing the consequences of it. The Swiss Guard’s loyalty to 

the Pope and the Church is an act of resistance against this trend.

The Pope counts on the Swiss Guard. In my day, there were 

100 of us, but now there are 135. At the same time, more is de-

manded of them, and the minimum length of service has been 

extended. Finding the right type of man for the Swiss Guard is 

like looking for a needle in a haystack. The archetypal ‘soldier’ 

would be just as out of place as a seminary student. Doing your 

drill, obeying orders, and keeping guard are part and parcel of 

being a Guardsman. But at the center of it all is the Pope with 

his message of peace. Members of the Swiss Guard are often  

people’s first point of contact in the Vatican, which is why we 

also need pastoral abilities. For example, I had to deal with 

people with mental health problems, and even with a man who 

tried to burn himself alive. Being confronted with the difficulties 

many people face can be deeply moving. You have to be able to 

adapt quickly. Sometimes you have to be firm, but mostly you 

have to show compassion.” 

peace and development, he renounced the ornate Papal tiara 

and in 1970 also abolished all the guards except for the Swiss 

Guard (despite the Pope being Italian himself). The reason the 

Swiss remained was that they had stayed loyal in all situations.

If you’re keeping guard outside the Papal apartments at four 

in the morning, you don’t get bored – your task is too important, 

and the threats are too real for that. The Pope is an exposed  

person: politicians and stars from all over the world visit him. 

The Swiss Guardsmen are his bodyguards, and they’re always at 

his side. They have received the best training and are supported 

by the most modern security technologies. 

The Guardsmen perform a service in the truest, Christian 

sense of the word. Pope Francis humbles himself before others 

after the example of Jesus Christ. He sits with homeless people, 

kisses people’s feet, and it’s important to him that the Guards-

men, too, should serve others. That’s in line with our Swiss men-

tality – we treat everyone the same, regardless of their rank. 

Often, cardinals who began as monsignors in Rome will say to 

us: ‘You Swiss treated us in a friendly and fair manner when we 

were just lowly members of the Church.’ Nor do we let someone 

distract us from our duties because of their status or because 

they have a famous name. When I was serving in the Vatican, 

a limousine suddenly arrived carrying Franco Sensi, who was 

then the president of the football club A.S. Roma. All kinds of 

people started running after him to get his autograph. But I had 

to check his car registration number, and when I saw it wasn’t 

on the list of vehicles allowed into the Vatican, Sensi had to turn 

around and drive away.

Today, I’m the deputy secretary of state of the canton of 

St. Gallen, and I’m in charge of parliamentary services. This po-

sition also demands loyalty – to the public, to the canton, to the 

legal system, and to parliament. My personal concerns have to 

take a back seat. As soon as the competent bodies have made a 

decision, it’s my job to implement it to the best of my knowledge  

and in line with my conscience, regardless of what my own views 

might be.

As the President of the Association of Former Pontifical 

Swiss Guardsmen, I remain in close contact with the ‘smallest  

army in the world.’ The rule is: once a Guardsman, always a 

Guardsman. Our association fosters fellowship and dialog among 

our members – we’re a network of all kinds of men, from aca-

demics to artisans, young and old, and we come from all four 

linguistic regions of Switzerland. Participating in it is an enrich-

ing experience. Above and beyond this, we also help with the 

Carte Blanche | Lukas Schmucki

When he began his studies of 

political science at the University 

of St. Gallen, Lukas Schmucki 

(43) was aiming for a diplomatic 

career. But before devoting  

himself to serving the secular 

authorities, he decided to work 

for the Church. So for two years, 

he served the Pope in Rome  

as a member of the Swiss Guard.  

After that, he worked as a re-

search assistant at the University of St. Gallen. He trained Chinese  

civil servants, and he managed the St. Gallen section of the Christian 

Democratic People's Party of Switzerland (CVP) – until the govern-

ment and parliament of the canton of St. Gallen appointed him head 

of the parliamentary secretariat, and deputy secretary of state. He is 

today married with a family, but remains closely connected to the 

Swiss Guard. As President of the Association of Former Pontifical 

Swiss Guardsmen, Schmucki is committed to the comradeship of the 

Guardsmen and helps with the recruitment of new Guardsmen.
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