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These ideas became key ideological features of National Socialism. One
idea supported the other. They appealed to the special interests of a humili-
ated people. These ideas caused a sense of distorted reality and legitimized
suppression of others. The notion of belonging to a superior race, with a su-
perior leader, served as immunization against criticism and correction, and
the political organizations built on these foundations.

However, it’s one thing to say that German National Socialism met the cri-
teria for an ideology and that this ideology led to political illusions and ill-
fated destruction. But it’s quite another thing to say that this was a decisive
factor in the fall of Nazism. We are not attempting to analyze the truly ap-
palling events of World War II here, nor criticize Nazi ideology on moral
grounds, but rather elaborate on the cause of its demise. To blame the au-
thoritarian military discipline or the brutal treatment of prisoners for the fall
of Nazism is hardly convincing.

Full mobilization of the Soviet Union and the democratic West came a bit too
late in the game, primarily as a reaction to war atrocities. By 1939, circum-
stances could have paved the way for Germany’s victory. On the other hand,
Germany was ruled by an unpredictable Führer churning out inflammatory, in-
tolerable decisions that were beyond repair by the political opposition or by mil-
itary means. One unforeseen result was the war on two fronts. Another was the
notion of “Bolshevism,” which posed a threat to civilization, and the racist be-
liefs intended to legitimize launching an attack on the Soviet Union. These
proved singularly destructive for the German forces, as Germany’s inhumane
treatment of Ukrainian and other Slavic nations in the East turned potential al-
lies into bitter enemies. The notion of Aryan superiority led to the issuing of mil-
itary orders to German soldiers that were impossible to carry out.

But the blame cannot be laid solely at the door of a mad leader for all the po-
litical and military mistakes that ultimately led to the German defeat and the
subsequent widespread aversion not only to National Socialism, but to right-
wing conservative politics in general. The German Führer made depraved de-
cisions because of his belief in the ideology. When Hitler finally became im-
possible to correct, this demonstrated how the political system was built on the
foundations of dictatorial ideology. The history of German National Socialism
tells the tale of ideologies in political development, regardless of any objective
interests canvassed by ideological agents.

THE RELATIVITY OF IDEOLOGIES

The foregoing ought to convince us that important European ideologies of the
past share a number of traits. Being uncomplicated social models with strong
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moral appeal, they often had a politically unifying and rallying effect. At the
same time, they fostered oversimplification and a distorted reality. These ide-
ologies gave many people an insight into certain social contexts, but they also
provided blinders. The self-immunizing explanations, which could appear 
to be a defense against system-threatening criticism, have hampered genuine
dialogue with and correction from other approaches and traditions. This was
a key factor in a series of flawed conclusions that resulted in the loss of cred-
ibility and influence on the part of once dominant ideologies.

Ideologies not only contain legitimate interests of a personal and political na-
ture; they also represent interpretive approaches with an inner logic, whose end
results are at odds with the interests of the spokesmen for these same ideologies.

Perception after the fact is always easier. It is, however, far more difficult
to decide whether contemporary cultural life and politics are also character-
ized by a pervasive mentality associated with an overarching ideology. Nor is
it all that easy to see what kinds of challenges are destined to collide with the
logic of such an ideology. This is discussed in later chapters.

Despite everything that would seem to suggest that relativization of once
predominant ideologies is permissible, widespread bias exists in our day and
age to label these ideologies as either good or evil, in keeping with a specific
moral standard for democratic freedom. The liberal tradition is usually cate-
gorized as “good,” even though the old liberalism fell short in terms of leg-
islative frameworks and social policies. Socialism can be said to have good
intentions, and can be called “righteous” as far as keeping democratic tradi-
tions is concerned, but dangerous when it led to too much power for a politi-
cal party. Generally speaking, conservatism is seen as historically outmoded.
To the extent that traditions need defending, they must be justified in terms of
modern values. National Socialism and Fascism are altogether regarded as
“evil,” as deviations from a mainline historical tradition that pointed in the di-
rection of humanitarianism and more freedom for the individual.

Based on such perceptions, it might seem reasonable and impartial to build
further on the liberal tradition of individual freedom, combining this with a se-
lect socialism-inspired social policy in order to safeguard citizens’ rights and
ensure that no one becomes a social pariah. We have seen relatively little in
conservative political debate that argues for how the formation of modern states
presupposes a civil union of beliefs and tradition, of culture and cult. Similarly,
little has emerged in the way of radical right-wing arguments in favor of cul-
tural elitism or conscious selection in order to keep culture on an even keel.

The reasons for this taboo label are clearly related to the genocide that took
place during World War II. We should by no means underestimate these das-
tardly crimes, although we cannot sum it all up in one statement. In view of
the relativity of all previous prevalent ideologies, there are grounds for taking
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a closer look even at the spread of genocide in the last century and to ask our-
selves whether this was typical only of regimes with a marked radical right-
wing ideology, and whether it is reasonable to regard genocide as a direct di-
version on the part of political ideologies of a certain stripe. This is not a
search for arguments in favor of rehabilitating some form of Nazism, but a
desire to make democracy more open to pertinent criticism, which will in turn
boost its resistance in the face of inevitable challenges.

It is easy to find examples that demonstrate how all previously dominant
ideologies were manipulated to legitimize social conditions which in some
way or another were contributing factors to civilian mass murder—from the
British concentration camps during the Boer War, to Belgian colonial poli-
cies, to the Soviet Gulag, the German Holocaust, the starvation policies un-
der the Chinese Great Leap Forward, and the systematic executions in the for-
mer Cambodia. Literature is rife with examples, although estimates of the
scope of the genocide remain, for obvious reasons, a matter of opinion.

R. J. Rummel, an American professor of political science at the University of
Hawaii, is among those who tried to survey serious literature on genocide dur-
ing the 20th century. After comparing the work of scientists in the field, he ar-
rived at average figures for civilian genocide committed by governments. He
concluded that the death of between 160 and 170 million non-combatants re-
sulted from political decisions made during the 20th century. Stalin and his fel-
low party members are believed to be responsible for around 40 million of these
deaths, Mao for 30–40 million, Hitler for about 20 million, and Chiang Kai-Shek
for about 10 million.25 Although some of these figures are in dispute—the total
number of Stalin’s victims was probably an overestimation by professor Rum-
mel’s referees, while the number of Mao’s murders an underestimation—the
scale of these tragedies simply cannot be justified.

Rummel’s figures seem to suggest that left-wing ideologies have tended to
be more dangerous than those on the right, with a key exception for the years
of Nazi dominance. Rummel argues, however, that we will miss the mark if
we attempt to explain monumental genocide on the basis of specific ideolo-
gies. The unbridled power of totalitarian regimes is the lethal element in this
instance, rather than ideologies—which, after all, make room for opponents
and allow them to serve as correctives. This conclusion tells us something
about the characteristics of totalitarian regimes that are typically associated
with mass murderers during the 20th century.26 Totalitarian regimes of sundry
ideological flavors were always more brutal than authoritarian regimes,
which in turn were more bloodthirsty than democratic regimes. The annual
average statistics for executions given by Professor Rummel were 0.40% for
totalitarian regimes (0.52% for totalitarian communist regimes), 0.21% for
authoritarian regimes and 0.01% for democratic regimes.27
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These comparative figures indicate more than the notion that genocide is pri-
marily associated with radical right-wing movements, which spokesmen for
left-wing radicals have often taken for granted. This comparison could have
been interpreted by liberal spokesmen as proof that extremism in itself is dan-
gerous. But even when ideologies are categorized into moderate and extreme
forms, this expresses how something relative is transformed into something ab-
solute. Some will argue that even liberal ideology can be exploited to legitimize
social conditions that might trigger discrimination and even murder.

Here we should stress that all ideologies can have inadvertent repercus-
sions, and that external circumstances often determine the potential realiza-
tion of a given ideology. It’s one thing to show that political structures that
lead to genocide can be legitimized on the basis of specific ideologies, but
quite another thing to claim that certain ideologies are bound to lead to geno-
cide. As a rule, it is the fatal combination of ideological and external circum-
stances that makes these genocides possible. Nor can the most notorious link
between ideology and genocide—between German National Socialism and
the extermination of European Jews—be explained solely on the basis of ide-
ology. In the original 25-point program for NSDAP, one of the points stated,
admittedly, that Jews could not be citizens of the Third Reich; but no mention
was made as to how Jews were to be excluded. Later, a number of proposals
were put forth, mostly involving banishment, until the political events at the
end of 1941 gave rise to a plan for the Final Solution—ein Endlösung.28

Based on Rummel’s reasoning, it is not ideologies of a certain stripe that
are dangerous—provided they tolerate opposition. Rather, it is power with no
corrective counterforce that sooner or later leads to abuse of power and to
murder. One of Rummel’s books is entitled, quite simply, Power Kills.29

Thus, the best institutional guarantee against genocide should be pluralis-
tic democracies, which grant the opposition the right to voice its opinion,
where power shifts are possible on the basis of public debate and elections.
Even though this is hardly a satisfactory recipe for a functional democracy,
and even though democracy cannot guarantee that the best side will always
win, this should nevertheless prove to be a good defense in hindering the
worst elements from assuming absolute power.
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11. In 1957, Ifop, the official French polling institute, carried out a study of atti-
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“Is your generation becoming quite different from that of your parents?” 16% an-
swered “yes” and 76% “no.” A similar poll taken in 1968 produced a 92% “yes” rate,
with only 5% responding “no.”
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