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Preface

			In 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany, precipitating events that culminated in the greatest catastrophe in history. An estimated 70 million–85 million people perished during World War II. By its end, Europe lay in ruins. The Nazi dictatorship had wrought a level of destruction without precedent, culminating in the Holocaust that murdered 6 million Jews. Its war of annihilation against the Soviet Union claimed 27 million lives.

			Images of unimaginable barbarity and suffering from concentration camps at Auschwitz, Treblinka, Bergen-Belsen, Buchenwald, and Dachau were seared into the consciousness of millions, who demanded one thing above all: “Never again!” Yet the book you are reading has the most urgent message: The Nazis are back. Fascism in Germany is a real and growing danger.

			In October 2017, for the first time since the collapse of the Third Reich, a right-wing extremist party, the Alternative for Germany (AfD), entered the Bundestag as the main opposition to the Grand Coalition between Angela Merkel’s Christian Democrats and the Social Democrats. Less than a year later, over 7,000 neo-Nazis marched through the streets of the East German city of Chemnitz, attacking foreigners and giving Nazi salutes. January 2019 saw the sickening display of AfD MPs staging a walkout from the Bavarian parliament during a service to remember Holocaust victims. Days later, Polish fascists marched through the gates of the Auschwitz death camp, where more than 1 million Jews had been gassed.

			Christoph Vandreier answers the fundamental question: Why are the Nazis back? His book is the product of a six-year struggle, waged by the Socialist Equality Party (Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei-SGP), and its youth movement, the International Youth and Students for Social Equality (IYSSE), to alert workers and young people to the grave political dangers they face. Vandreier, as the SGP’s deputy chairman and a leading writer for the World Socialist Web Site, has played a major role in this vital political counter-offensive.

			No section of the German political establishment has opposed the rise of the AfD. On the contrary, the party is actively promoted by the media and protected by the state. It provides an essential mechanism in shifting political and social life ever further to the right, with all the major parties, including the Social Democrats, adopting its anti-immigrant policies and massive hikes in military spending.

			Given the political dangers posed by the resurgence of ultra-right and Nazi forces in Germany, the very limited attention given to this development in the international press is striking. In particular, academics in Britain and the United States have all but ignored the revival of pro-Nazi apologetics by German historians.

			More than thirty years ago, British historians, including Richard J. Evans and Ian Kershaw, opposed pro-Nazi historical revisionism, promoted by Ernst Nolte during the famous Historikerstreit (Historians Dispute). Evans was also an expert witness against Holocaust denier and anti-Semite David Irving, in the latter’s failed libel case against American historian Deborah Lipstadt and Penguin Books in 1996.

			In contrast, present-day academic falsifiers who issue pro-Nazi apologetics in Germany’s leading academic institutions, newspapers, and cultural institutions are given a blank cheque.

			Historian Jorg Baberowski, who teaches at Berlin’s prestigious Humboldt University, in whose courtyard the Nazis burnt books in 1933, is at the centre of this concerted campaign to rehabilitate Hitler and relativise the Third Reich’s crimes. His Nazi apologetics are epitomised by his declaration that “Hitler was no psychopath, and he wasn’t cruel.” His denunciations of immigrants are quoted by the far right, with Breitbart News praising him as a “highly respected” historian.

			The refusal of prominent British and American academics to challenge and expose Baberowski is all the more remarkable, given that allegations of anti-Semitism are hurled at the drop of a hat against anyone who voices criticism of Israeli government policy or, still worse, expresses sympathy for the plight of the Palestinians.

			History shows that a bitter price is paid for such intellectual cowardice. A key role in the consolidation of Hitler’s regime was played by the readiness of large sections of the nominally liberal intelligentsia to reconcile themselves to Gleichschaltung, the Nazification of German society.

			This book is a contemporaneous account of a similar process. It outlines the peculiar and toxic intersection of the political imperatives of the German ruling elite, as it seeks to return to its militarist traditions, with an academy ready to provide it with the necessary apologetics and justifications.

			The struggle waged by the SGP and IYSSE, documented in the pages which follow, has fundamental international importance. Everywhere, capitalist governments are turning to authoritarianism and encouraging a revival of fascism. In nine European countries, right-wing extremists are already in government. In France, President Macron praises Marshal Petain, head of the collaborationist Vichy regime, and deploys 90,000 heavily armed police against Yellow Vest protests. In the aftermath of the 2017 killing of an anti-fascist protester in Charlottesville, US President Donald Trump described white supremacists as “very fine people”. In 2018, he ordered the army to the Mexican border, before shutting down the government to secure funding for his “wall”.

			There is widespread opposition among workers and youth to the growth of the far right throughout Europe and internationally. But this opposition must be given conscious political direction. Why Are They Back? insists that the only way to stop the revival of fascism and a fresh descent into militarism and war is through the independent political mobilisation of the international working class against capitalism, under the leadership of the International Committee of the Fourth International, the world party of socialist revolution founded by Leon Trotsky.

			Chris Marsden

			National Secretary of the Socialist Equality Party (SEP-UK)
February 7, 2019

		



 

 

			Introduction

			Timur Vermes’ bestseller Look Who’s Back (Er ist wieder da) was released in 2012, and enjoyed success on the big screen three years later. In it, Adolf Hitler returns to the site of the former Reich Chancellor’s Office in central Berlin. Initially, he wanders around awkwardly, one of the quirky figures photographed by tourists at the Brandenburg Gate. But he quickly finds his bearings in contemporary society. The tabloid press discovers him, he is invited onto talk shows, and the “Führer” once again becomes popular and finds his political feet. Footage of Pegida demonstrations in Dresden and fascist rallies from across Europe is blended into the film’s concluding scenes. Off screen, Hitler’s voice is heard saying, “We can work with this.”

			On its release, the successful satire in these scenes left the laughter stuck in the throats of many filmgoers. But very few believed that a return to the horrors of the 1930s was a real possibility. In no other country does anti-fascist education occupy such a prominent place in the school curriculum. Memorials, museums, and monuments remembering the Nazis’ atrocities and the Holocaust are to be found everywhere. Germany’s domestic intelligence agency is officially called the “Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution” (Verfassungsschutz), because it allegedly protects the democratic constitutional order from authoritarian threats.

			After the events in Chemnitz, however, millions now realise that they—the fascists—are indeed back. On the 26th and 27th of August 2018, thousands of neo-Nazis, right-wing extremists and their followers marched through the streets of the city in Saxony. They chanted xenophobic slogans, hunted down immigrants, performed the Nazi salute, and attacked a Jewish restaurant. Marching at the head of the demonstration were leading figures from the Alternative for Germany (AfD), which with ninety deputies is the first far-right party to be represented in the Bundestag (federal parliament) since World War II. It subsequently came to light that a right-wing terrorist cell had been formed in Chemnitz, which planned to launch attacks on political opponents and refugees.

			The AfD is not yet a mass party, and the fascistic mob in Chemnitz, cobbled together from across the country, has yet to reach the scale of the violent hordes at Hitler’s disposal. But today’s neo-Nazis enjoy support from substantial sections of the state apparatus, and are being consciously built up and nurtured.

			Following the November 1932 elections, the NSDAP (National Socialist German Workers’ Party), although already a mass party, was thrown into a deep crisis. The Nazis were ultimately brought to power in January 1933, through a state conspiracy involving a close-knit circle around former Reich Chancellor Franz von Papen, German nationalist media baron Alfred Hugenberg, and Reich President Paul von Hindenburg. “Behind them stood powerful lobbies—big business, estate-owners, and not least the army,” wrote Ian Kershaw in his biography of Hitler.1

			These lobby groups needed the Nazis in order to destroy the workers’ movement, intimidate the population, and prepare a new war to avenge defeat in the First World War. “But the ruling groups did not have the mass support to maximise their ascendancy and destroy once and for all the power of organized labour. Hitler was brought in to do the job for them,” wrote Kershaw. “The mass of the German people had no part in, or knowledge of, the intrigues of high politics in the second half of 1932. They were by now largely powerless to affect the political dramas which would determine their future.”2

			While in 1933, the ruling elite based its conspiracy on an existing fascist movement, today it is the opposite. The AfD’s rise is the product of a similar conspiracy of the elites. But it cannot be understood without investigating the roles of the government, the state apparatus, the political parties, the media, and the ideologists at the universities, which have paved the way for the AfD. This is the subject matter of this book. It documents how, over the past five years, the return of German militarism and the establishment of a police state have been advanced, and how the ideological foundation for a fascist movement has been laid.

			Global capitalism has resolved none of the problems that led to catastrophe in the 1930s. All of the social, economic, and political contradictions are erupting once again with full force.

			Never was the gulf between the classes so deep as it is today. Around the world, the eight richest billionaires possess as much wealth as the poorest half of humanity, some 3.6 billion people. This social polarisation affects every country. In Germany, the share of wealth owned by the rich and super-rich has grown sharply since the 1990s, while those at the bottom have suffered a drastic decline. Almost 13 million people currently live in poverty, and 3.2 million people work more than one job, because the low wages from one job are insufficient to make ends meet. Major class battles have thus far failed to materialize only because the trade unions, the Social Democrats (SPD), and the Left Party have been fully integrated into bourgeois politics, and are doing all they can to suppress the class struggle. But this has its limits, and there are distinct signs of mounting militancy.

			The conflicts between the major powers are also intensifying dramatically. The United States is trying to offset its economic decline through wars of aggression. In addition to the oil-rich Middle East, American military power is increasingly targeting Russia and China. However, former allies, above all Germany, have not been spared from trade war measures and military threats.

			The German bourgeoisie thus confronts the same problems it had sought to resolve by means of fascism and war. To create space for the export-dependent German economy around the world and suppress the explosive class tensions at home—in January 1933, around half the working age population was either unemployed or worked on short-term contracts, and average wages had fallen by a quarter in three years—the German ruling elites intended to violently subordinate Europe to their interests and secure “lebensraum” in the East. Today, they are resorting to the same methods.

			In 2013, following the federal elections, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), Christian Social Union (CSU), and SPD agreed on an unprecedented intensification of militarism, during unusually drawn-out coalition talks. In the words of President Joachim Gauck, Germany should once again play a role in Europe and on the world stage that actually corresponds to its economic size and influence. The ruling elites unanimously backed the new course. The two opposition parties, the Greens and the Left Party, participated in the drafting of this new policy under the auspices of the German Institute for International and Security Affairs (Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP). The media were also enthusiastic. A campaign to rehabilitate German militarism through historical falsification was launched at the universities, above all at Humboldt University in Berlin. The first chapter of this book details the events of this period.

			By contrast, there is no support for militarism in the population. After the horrific experiences of two world wars, which impacted virtually every family, opposition to war has deep roots. Under these conditions, the ruling elites are resorting to authoritarian forms of rule and state repression. “The excessively high tension of the international struggle and the class struggle results in the short circuit of the dictatorship,” wrote Leon Trotsky in November 1929, “blowing out the fuses of democracy one after the other.”3 Today, this applies not only to the United States, Italy, and Austria, where far-right forces already form part of the government, but also to Germany.

			Although the AfD secured just 12.6 percent of the vote at the last federal election, it dominates political life. After months of negotiations, the CDU/CSU and SPD agreed on a government programme that in large measure bears the imprimatur of the AfD—especially on refugee policy, the massive build-up of the military and apparatus of state repression, and the suppression of left-wing opposition. In parliament, the right-wing extremist party has been welcomed with open arms. With its January 2018 decision to continue the discredited grand coalition with the CDU/CSU, the SPD conceded the leadership of the official opposition to the AfD. All of the parties cooperate closely with the AfD in the parliamentary committees, and agreed to the AfD heading the committee on judicial affairs, the central budgetary committee, and the tourism committee.

			However, unlike 1933, this political development is not supported by a mass fascist movement. On the contrary, the grand coalition’s right-wing policies are opposed by broad sections of the population. According to opinion polls, 82 percent of those polled welcome refugees. Demonstrations are taking place every weekend in major cities against the danger posed by the far right, against the government, and against the role of the secret service. In Munich alone, tens of thousands of people have taken to the streets on three separate occasions in 2018 to protest against the strengthening of state repression, social inequality, and militarism. In Berlin, 70,000 people joined protests against an AfD demonstration, which in spite of a nationwide mobilisation only brought together 2,000 right-wing extremists. According to a July 2018 poll in the newsweekly Der Spiegel, two thirds of the population believe there is a shift to the right in Germany, and oppose it.

			The AfD has neither a mass base of support nor combat-ready units like Hitler’s SA (storm troopers), which recruited its members among uprooted war veterans, socially ruined members of the petty bourgeoisie, and despairing unemployed workers. The AfD’s strength arises exclusively out of the support it receives from political parties, the media, the government, and the state apparatus.

			As the fascistic mob rampaged through Chemnitz, the then president of the secret service, Hans-Georg Maaßen, backed the Nazis. In the right-wing Bild tabloid, he even denied that immigrants had been hunted down and, in the manner of right-wing conspiracy theorists, questioned the authenticity of videos that proved the contrary. Interior Minister Horst Seehofer declared he would have joined the march himself if he were not a government minister, before adding in true AfD style, “Immigration is the mother of all political problems in this country.”

			In the Verfassungsschutz­bericht 2017 (Secret Service Report), released in July 2018, which Maaßen had discussed with leading AfD representatives before its publication, the AfD and its right-wing extremist associates (Pegida, Björn Höcke, Götz Kubitschek, et al.) are not mentioned once. On the other hand, anyone who stands up to “supposed nationalism, imperialism, and militarism”, who protests against right-wing extremism, or collects information about the far-right is defamed as a “left-wing extremist”. The Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei (Socialist Equality Party, SGP), which has played a leading role in the struggle against the far right, was listed for the first time as a “left-wing extremist party” and as an “object for observation”.

			Separate chapters in this book focus in detail on the role of academics, the media, political parties, and the state apparatus in establishing and strengthening the AfD. The book is not written from the standpoint of a neutral observer, but as a contribution to the struggle against the return of militarism and fascism. Its goal is to enable the Nuremberg trials to take place this time around before the catastrophe strikes, rather than afterwards.

			This author was an active participant in the conflict at Humboldt University, described in Chapter 2, as the long-standing spokesperson for the Trotskyist youth movement, International Youth and Students for Social Equality (IYSSE), and assistant national secretary of the SGP. This is not a drawback. Given the growth of enormous social tensions, such a book can only be written in the form of a polemic.

			When the SGP and the IYSSE publicly criticised Humboldt University historian Jörg Baberowski in 2014, because he stated in Der Spiegel that Hitler was “not vicious”, they stumbled into a hornet’s nest. The university management, numerous professors, and the mainstream media unleashed a campaign of denunciations against the IYSSE, and defended the right-wing extremist professor. This continued even after the Higher Regional Court in Cologne had ruled that descriptions of him as a “right-wing radical”, “racist”, and “glorifier of violence” were legitimate, and after Baberowski had intervened publicly into contemporary political debates with openly far-right positions.

			The rise of the AfD and the federal government’s explicitly right-wing agenda would have been unthinkable without the reactionary offensive at the universities. In this, Humboldt University played a central role. Even before World War One, the universities served the goal of militarism through the creation and development of nationalist myths. Prior to the Second World War, historical falsifications like the Dolchstoßlegende—the widely held belief in right-wing circles that the German Army had been stabbed in the back—contributed significantly to the revival of militarism. Today, Germany’s ruling elites are compelled to relativise and trivialise the worst crimes in the history of humanity, in order to once again embrace the goals pursued during two world wars.

			The text in this book is largely based on material produced in the course of the conflicts themselves. It is the product of a collective labour, which this author has collated and commented upon. The text therefore includes many formulations drawn from statements by the IYSSE and SGP, and articles from the World Socialist Web Site (WSWS), without being identified as citations. Fellow contributors, who should be mentioned here, include Peter Schwarz, Johannes Stern, Ulrich Rippert, and Sven Wurm, who authored many of these texts. The struggle against nationalism requires an international orientation and close collaboration with comrades from around the world. This book, and the entire campaign against the return of German militarism, would not have been possible without numerous discussions with these collaborators and in particular with David North, the chairman of the WSWS international editorial board and national chairman of the SEP in the United States.
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			The Return of German Militarism

			The denial of German war guilt in 1914

			“History has become a battleground,” wrote David North in the foreword to The Russian Revolution and the Unfinished Twentieth Century. “… The ever-mounting conflicts and crises of the twenty-first century are invariably entangled in disputes over twentieth-century history. As contemporary political struggles evoke historical issues, the treatment of these issues is more and more openly determined by political considerations. The past is falsified in the interest of present-day political reaction.”1

			This applies especially to Germany, which not only witnessed the emergence of Marxism and the building of the first mass socialist party, but also the worst crimes in human history. The horrors of two world wars and the Holocaust are deeply embedded in the consciousness of broad sections of the population. Today, it is impossible to walk through the capital without coming across a Stolperstein (a cobblestone-embedded plaque inscribed with the name of a victim of the Nazis), memorials, and historical traces of annihilation. There is not a family that was not deeply affected by the horrific events.

			The attempts to falsify history and whitewash the crimes of imperialism thus take on an especially aggressive character in this country. The hundredth anniversary of the outbreak of World War One began with an unprecedented campaign to relativise Germany’s responsibility for the conflict. Academics, journalists, and right-wing ideologues never tired of denying the imperialist goals of the war and of portraying the war’s outbreak as some sort of unfortunate accident.

			On January 4, 2014, the right-wing military historian Sönke Neitzel, Professor Dominik Geppert from the University of Bonn, the New Right author Cora Stephan, and Professor Thomas Weber published a joint article on the First World War in the daily newspaper Die Welt. They denied that German imperialism sought to pursue aggressive goals in 1914. “Driven by fears of decline and encirclement, the German leadership ultimately pursued the defensive goal, in that precarious situation, of re-establishing a limited hegemony on the European continent, which the Reich had possessed under Bismarck. It was a long way from the arrogant and utterly crazed grab for world power,” stated the article.2

			The authors referred to two recently-published books which had been used in other publications as the basis for similar efforts at historical revisionism: Christopher Clark’s The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, and Herfried Münkler’s Der Große Krieg: Die Welt 1914 bis 1918 (The Great War: The World 1914–1918).3 While the Australian historian Clark occasionally sought to distance himself from this interpretation of his book, Münkler regarded the primary purpose of his work to be just that: whitewashing the crimes of German imperialism.

			To this end, Münkler focused his criticism on the historian Fritz Fischer, whose extensive empirical research into the First World War has dominated German historiography since the 1960s. In the foreword to his 800-page book, Münkler claimed, “Fritz Fischer’s theses, which placed chief responsibility for the war on Germany”, were no longer tenable. Elsewhere, he declared his goal was to bring an end to “the dominance of the Fischer school in Germany”, and to break the “grip on certain subjects exercised by Fischer and his followers”.4

			With this attack on Fischer, Münkler intended to rehabilitate the lies Fischer had combatted. In the 1950s, historiography in Germany was dominated by right-wing conservative historians, many of whom had been teaching since the Weimar Republic and during the Third Reich. They asserted that Germany had pursued purely defensive aims in the First World War, and that there was no connection between the war and the imperialist “world policy” (Weltpolitik) of the Kaiser’s empire. In this way, any continuity between the war aims in the First and Second World Wars was to be denied. The old Nazi elites, who in large measure had retained their posts and reputations after 1945, wished to minimise their own responsibility and present Hitler as some kind of “historical accident”, who had nothing to do with the traditional policies of the ruling class in Germany.

			Fritz Fischer broke through this official consensus. When in October 1961, he published his book Griff nach der Weltmacht (Literally, “Grab for World Power”, published in English as Germany’s Aims in the First World War), he provoked a torrent of denunciations, and was demonised by conservative historians and politicians.

			In his work, Fischer carefully documented how a direct connection existed between the “world power policy”, expressing the global ambitions of the German Reich’s rapidly-expanding economy, and the outbreak of war in the summer of 1914. He examined in detail the connection between Germany’s rapid economic expansion and its aspirations for world power, which brought it into conflict with its imperialist rivals, who had already divided up the world among themselves.

			Fischer described how “the link between business and politics grew progressively closer in the opening years of the new century, as the basic political outlook of the leading industrialists, bankers and officers of the employers’ associations came to conform more closely with that of the intellectual bourgeoisie, the higher bureaucracy and army and navy officers.” He showed that “Economic calculation, emotions and straining after world power interacted mutually” and found expression in the broad support for the construction of a fleet of warships and the propaganda from the Navy League.5

			Under these conditions, there could be no talk of “sleepwalking” into a war, Fischer argued. Berlin had encouraged Vienna to declare war on Serbia, issuing Austria-Hungary a “blank cheque”, which promised to aid Austria-Hungary militarily against Russia. This alone proved that Germany’s rulers wanted the war, or at least deemed it a price worth paying.

			The “September Program,” issued by Reich Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg in September 1914, which “represents the ideas of leading economic, political—and also military—circles” reflected the striving for world power by the German elites. “[T]he main ideas set forth in it remained … the essential basis of Germany’s war aims right up to the end of the war…” said Fischer.6 Under this programme, Germany’s hegemony in Central Europe (Mitteleuropa) was to be consolidated by annexing territory in France, Belgium, and Luxembourg; concluding trade agreements to make these countries dependent on Germany; forming a Central European economic association including France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Austria-Hungary, Poland, and possibly Italy, Sweden, and Norway; and pushing back Russia.

			Fischer’s book, which was based on thorough research and a systematic evaluation of newly-available sources, was bitterly attacked by numerous right-wing historians and politicians. But despite this united front, Fischer’s theses ultimately prevailed and were backed up by a number of further works.

			Münkler and his accomplices, who do not even come close to matching Fischer intellectually, wanted to revise this outcome and are drawing once again on right-wing, conservative historical lies to do so. They revived old claims from the Fischer controversy that were answered and disproved long ago. Münkler’s most important accusation against Fischer is that the latter’s thesis that “the German Reich bore principal responsibility for World War One” was wrong. However, Fischer never sought to apportion a “principal guilt” (Hauptschuld), and took the other great powers’ imperialist orientation into account. Münkler constructed a straw man, which he tears down in hopes of discrediting Fischer’s work.

			Politics and history

			Simultaneously with the flood of commentaries denying Germany’s imperialist aims in the First World War, another event took place in the German capital of Berlin in early 2014 that initially attracted little attention. Jörg Baberowski, a professor of Eastern European history, invited the British historian Robert Service to Humboldt University to speak on his biography of the Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky.

			The invitation was a provocation, because Service had been internationally discredited as a scholar by his biography. In his book In Defense of Leon Trotsky, David North demonstrated that Service had committed numerous historical falsifications and lies, many of which were drawn from the arsenal of Stalinist propaganda, with the aim of demonising Trotsky.

			In June 2011, the renowned academic journal The American Historical Review fully agreed with North’s assessment. The article’s author, Bertrand Patenaude, concluded, “North calls Service’s biography ‘a piece of hackwork’ (p. 140). Strong words, but entirely justified. Harvard University Press has placed its imprimatur upon a book that fails to meet the basic standards of historical scholarship.” Patenaude stated, “In his eagerness to cut Trotsky down, Service commits numerous distortions of the historical record and outright errors of fact to the point that the intellectual integrity of the whole enterprise is open to question.” Some of the errors were so crude as to be “jaw-dropping”, according to the Stanford historian.7

			Then in July 2011, fourteen renowned historians, political scientists, and academics from Germany, Austria, and Switzerland addressed an open letter to the publisher Suhrkamp Verlag opposing the publication of Service’s biography in German. They also agreed with North that “Robert Service had violated basic standards of historical scholarship,” and described his biography as defamatory (Schmähschrift). Signatories of the letter included experts with an international reputation, such as Professor Hermann Weber (Mannheim); Professor Oliver Rathkolb, head of the Institute of Contemporary History at the University of Vienna; Professor Peter Steinbach (Berlin), head of the memorial for the German Resistance; Professor Heiko Haumann (Basel); and Professor Mario Keßler (Potsdam).

			David North understood that political aims lay behind the despicable attacks on Trotsky. Under conditions of mounting opposition to growing social inequality and unrestrained militarism, the ruling elites feared revolutionary consequences. “In these uncertain conditions, the bourgeoisie recalled the political atmosphere of the 1960s, when Trotsky’s writings—which had been suppressed for decades—suddenly became essential reading for radicalized youth.”8 Trotsky, who defended socialist principles against social democracy and Stalinism, could become a new source of inspiration, argued North. “The new age of pre-emptive war produced a new literary genre: the pre-emptive biography!”9

			The invitation to Robert Service to appear at Humboldt University was an attempt to rehabilitate the discredited historian and to continue the project of historical falsification aimed at preventing a new generation from accessing the ideas of Leon Trotsky. The Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei (SGP), the Trotskyist party in Germany,10 and its youth organisation, the International Youth and Students for Social Equality (IYSSE), addressed an open letter to Professor Baberowski, in which they announced their intention to pose critical questions to Service about the biography at the event.

			To prepare the discussion, the SGP and IYSSE sent the speaker nine questions. These not only related to the staggering errors, open falsifications, and the disparaging and tendentious tone of the book, but also dealt with two issues of great historical significance for a German audience. Question five noted that Service had nothing to say about Trotsky’s struggle for a united front against German fascism. Instead, Service had declared, “And if ever Trotsky had been the paramount leader instead of Stalin, the risks of a bloodbath in Europe would have been drastically increased.” The IYSSE and SEP asked,

			What are you trying to say? Were the 80 million dead of World War II and the Holocaust not a bloodbath? How could Trotsky, who fought against the paralysis and disorientation of the workers’ movement by the Stalinist bureaucracy and for its mobilisation against the Nazis, have caused a bigger bloodbath?11

			The sixth question addressed the repeated anti-Semitic innuendo in the book and pointed to the use of anti-Semitic caricatures in the book, without any source being given. The SGP and IYSSE asked,

			Why have you employed such caricatures of Jews? Why do you impute allegedly Jewish traits to Trotsky? And why do you do this, even though you know only too well that Trotsky’s opponents mobilised anti-Semitic prejudices against him?
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						Jörg Baberowski bars David North from attending the Service meeting

					
				

			

			They were to receive no answer to their questions. This was because Baberowski, in defiance of all academic norms and principles, prevented anyone whom he suspected of intending to pose a critical question from challenging his guest. The professor posted a notice on the door of the original venue stating that “The event with Mr. Robert Service is unfortunately cancelled.” In reality, he had moved the meeting to a secret location, which was over a kilometre away in the university’s main building and was known only to Baberowski’s closest associates. Even then, a gaggle of security personnel were posted at the door to prevent anyone who had not been personally approved by Baberowski from entering.

			Baberowski refused entry to David North and the renowned Professor Mario Keßler from Potsdam University, along with many students from Humboldt University. Inside the bunker-like room, an atmosphere of intimidation and suppression prevailed. When, in spite of the security measures undertaken, one participant managed to mention in a question that Service employed anti-Semitic motifs, Baberowski demanded that he shut up.

			“A specific policy requires specific means,” noted the IYSSE in a February 2014 open letter to Humboldt University management, in the aftermath of these events. “Baberowski’s behavior on February 12 has shown that such a revision of history can be achieved only through intimidation and the suppression of dissent.”12

			At stake was the attempt, not merely to cut off young people from Trotsky’s political perspectives, but also to falsify the entire history of the twentieth century and whitewash German imperialism. “Service’s mendacious hackwork fits into this picture,” stated the IYSSE’s open letter. “In order to lessen the guilt of the Nazis, the Russian October Revolution is denounced as a criminal act, and Trotsky, the most important Marxist opponent of Stalin, is demonized.” That Baberowski’s condemnation of the October Revolution and discrediting of the Trotskyist alternative to Stalinism went hand in hand with the rationalisation and trivialisation of the Nazis was soon to be proved correct.

			The trivialisation of Nazi crimes

			On the way to the nearby Friedrichstraße train station, after the colloquium with Service in the main building of Humboldt University, attendees could purchase the latest edition of Der Spiegel at one of the countless newspaper kiosks. It contained a six-page article by Dirk Kurbjuweit entitled, “World War I Guilt: Culpability Question Divides Historians Today”. The author’s main preoccupation was the revision of the two main historical conflicts in the history of the Federal Republic of Germany: the Fischer controversy and the Historikerstreit (Historians’ Dispute) of the 1980s. “Revisionism [is] a necessary debate,” was Kurbjuweit’s credo.13

			With regard to the Fischer controversy, the Spiegel author relied heavily on the dishonest arguments of Herfried Münkler, whom he interviewed at length. Without referring to a single fact, Kurbjuweit asserted that there was new evidence to bolster the old nationalist narrative of a defensive war. In the end, he too, sought to flog the dead horse of Germany’s supposed “principal guilt” for the war by accusing Fischer of failing to study the other imperialist powers’ war aims.

			But the article’s centrepiece was the trivialisation of the Nazis’ crimes and the rehabilitation of Ernst Nolte. In 1986, Nolte had provoked the Historikerstreit with an article in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, which claimed that the war of annihilation against the Soviet Union and the Holocaust were ultimately understandable reactions to the violence of Bolshevism. His argument was based on a regurgitation of the Nazi propaganda that the war against the Soviet Union and the terrorising of the civilian population had a preventative character. Nolte wrote,

			Nonetheless, the following question must seem permissible, even unavoidable: Did the National Socialists or Hitler perhaps commit an “Asiatic” deed merely because they and their ilk considered themselves to be potential victims of an “Asiatic” deed? Was the Gulag archipelago not primary to Auschwitz? Was the Bolshevik murder of an entire class not the logical and factual prius of the “racial murder” of National Socialism?14

			These statements unleashed a storm of outrage. Numerous intellectuals, including Jürgen Habermas, Rudolf Augstein, Heinrich August Winkler, Hans-Ulrich Wehler and Hans Mommsen sharply repudiated these positions and criticised Nolte publicly. They made clear that Stalinist and Nazi violence had radically different social and political foundations, and that the Second World War was not launched due to fear of the Soviet Union, but rather in pursuit of the same imperialist aims as the First World War.

			Following this conflict, Nolte’s views were widely discredited. According to Mommsen, Nolte was drawing close to “right-wing extremist positions”,15 and Nolte was soon able to speak only to far-right audiences.

			Kurbjuweit sought to rehabilitate Nolte: “not everything this man says is wrong. ... Just how outraged everyone was at the time seems disconcerting today,” he wrote. After all, Nolte was only defending “the freedom of the academic”, according to the Spiegel journalist. In reality, Kurbjuweit made common cause with the Nazi apologist on every essential issue.

			He begins his article with a citation from a “certain R. Nilostonsky”, who in the early 1920s described abuses carried out by the Bolsheviks during the civil war. For full theatrical effect, he cites an account, according to which the Bolsheviks allowed rats to eat their prisoners alive. Kurbjuweit presents this source as serious and merely focuses on the question as to whether Hitler was aware of it. What he neglects to mention is that Nilostonsky’s work, The Blood Intoxication of the Bolsheviks, which consists of numerous proven fabrications, and blamed the Jews for Bolshevism and the socialist revolution, was one of the most popular propaganda pieces among the far-right in the 1920s. In fact, it was based on the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion”, an anti-Semitic pamphlet consisting of baseless claims authored in Russia in 1903, which was used prior to and after World War I to instigate pogroms. Nolte had cited Hitler’s awareness of this right-wing extremist conspiracy theory as evidence for his claim that the Holocaust was a reaction to the Soviet Union’s violence.

			Nolte, who was over ninety years of age at the time, was allowed to speak at length in Kurbjuweit’s article, largely without comment from the Spiegel journalist. For example, he accused Poland of bearing joint responsibility for the German attack that initiated World War Two, stating,

			I am more and more convinced that we should attach more weight to the role played by the Poles and the British than is usually the case. Hitler did not want to wage war for war’s sake, as is often claimed. He would have liked to enter into an anti-Soviet alliance with the Poles. His claims against Poland were not “national socialist”. Rather, they dated back to the days of the Weimar Republic. If the Polish government had sent a negotiator, as Hitler wanted, and had agreed to the “Weimar” demands to return Gdansk to the German Reich and to establish extraterritorial road and rail connections through the “corridor”, Hitler would not have invaded Poland.16

			Kurbjuweit’s star witness in Nolte’s rehabilitation is, in turn, Jörg Baberowski. “Nolte was done an injustice. Historically speaking, he was right,” states the Humboldt University professor in the article. He adds by way of a justification, “Hitler was no psychopath, and he wasn’t vicious. He didn’t want people to talk about the extermination of the Jews at his table.” Baberowski likened the Holocaust to alleged shootings during the Russian civil war, declaring, “It was essentially the same thing: killing on an industrial scale.”

			This remark alone amounts to a repugnant downplaying of the Nazis’ machinery of death, which spanned the entire European continent and operated on an industrial scale according to detailed plans. And even if Baberowski denies it, the extermination of European Jewry was indeed planned at Hitler’s table. On January 25, 1942, shortly after the Wannsee Conference, Hitler told Heinrich Himmler over lunch, “If [the Jew] gets wrecked along the way, I cannot help it. I see only one thing: total annihilation, if they don’t go voluntarily. Why should I look at a Jew with different eyes than a Russian prisoner?”17 This conversation with Himmler is seen as the initiation of a policy to send Jews, and not just prisoners of war, en masse to the concentration camps. “Soon after the meal, Himmler put Heydrich in the picture, calling him in Prague. The note for this call in Himmler’s office diary reads, ‘Jews into the KL [concentration camps]’,” according to Nikolaus Wachsmann in his comprehensive study of the concentration camps.18

			Baberowski’s breathtaking falsification of history and downplaying of Nazi crimes met with no opposition whatsoever from academia and the media. While Nolte’s theses had provoked bitter criticism in the 1980s, it was now the IYSSE, which attacked Baberowski’s statements in leaflets and at meetings, that was strongly condemned. The Humboldt University administration, the daily Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, and representatives of all parliamentary parties, backed the trivialisation of Hitler and denounced the IYSSE.

			This sharp shift to the right within German intellectual life cannot be explained merely by the spinelessness of many academics, although this undoubtedly played a role. Behind the professors’ moral cowardice lay a more fundamental development: the return of German militarism. The falsification of history serves to prepare the groundwork for new wars.

			Once again, this was formulated most clearly by Herfried Münkler, who warned in an article for the Foreign Ministry’s website about the “democratic vulnerability of German foreign policy”, which arose from the fact that the government had to keep silent about the true aims of its policies.19 Elsewhere, he explained that the rewriting of history and the relativisation of the crimes of German militarism were the most important means of overcoming this vulnerability. “One cannot conduct a responsible policy in Europe if one believes that we were to blame for everything. With regard to 1914, this is a fairytale,” Münkler stated in an interview with the Süddeutsche Zeitung from January 4, 2014. He thereby made clear that the falsification of history was part of a much more comprehensive development towards militarism and war.

			A militarist conspiracy

			Following the Third Reich’s unconditional capitulation in May, 1945, the German ruling elites were compelled, at least officially, to distance themselves from their drive for world power. However, within the Federal Republic of Germany, the Nazi networks remained largely intact, and old Nazis continued to hold posts and power. With the reunification of Germany in 1989, these questions returned with a vengeance. As early as 1993, then Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel (Free Democrats, FDP) stated that Germany, “as a country of 80 million people and the strongest economy at the heart of Europe, bore a new responsibility”. This fact had to be “the focus of the full spectrum of [its] foreign policy activity”.20

			This declaration was followed by the bombardment of Serbia in 1999 under the Social Democrat-Green Party government, which was the first war of aggression involving German troops since the end of the Third Reich. Germany has participated in the occupation of Afghanistan since 2001, and is responsible for numerous war crimes there. In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis and the deepening geopolitical conflicts bound up with it, the militarist drive to bring Europe under German domination was dramatically intensified.

			The falsification of history, which accelerated in 2014, was part of a broader push for a “foreign policy shift”. In his frequently-cited speech at German Unity Day celebrations on October 3, 2013, then German President Joachim Gauck made the case for a return to an aggressive foreign policy. “Germany is populous, lies at the heart of the continent and is the world’s fourth largest economy,” he stated, adding that it was necessary for Germany to intervene “in crises in far flung regions of the world”, and, “We should not cherish the illusion that we will be spared from political and economic, environmental and military conflicts…”21

			This speech was prepared over several months. Since November 2012, at the latest, parliamentarians, the state administration, academia, big business, foundations, think tanks, the media, and NGOs had been meeting in Berlin under the auspices of the German Marshall Fund (GMF) and the German Institute for Foreign and Security Policy (SWP) to discuss “the central challenges of German foreign and security policy in the coming years”, as the project’s homepage puts it. The group met at a “series of conferences and workshops stretching over a year”.

			With Jochen Bittner from Die Zeit and Nikolas Busse from the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the group included important media figures. Along with Daimler AG, the Federal Association of Industrialists (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie, BDI) sent a representative to the working group. In addition, all the parliamentary parties had members in the group. The Greens sent their representative on the parliamentary defence committee, Omid Nouripour, while the Left Party was represented by Stefan Liebich, a member of the parliamentary foreign affairs committee who also sits on the Left Party’s executive. Professors from numerous universities also participated in the meetings. They included International Law Professor Georg Nolte from Humboldt University, Ernst Nolte’s son. Thomas Kleine-Brockhoff participated for the GMF, before transferring to the German presidential office in August 2013, where he was responsible for writing Gauck’s speeches.

			Shortly after Gauck’s speech, the working group’s report was published under the title “New Power, New Responsibility”.22 It left no doubt about what had motivated the participants. Early on, the paper stated that “Germany will have to take the lead more decisively and more often” in the future in order to pursue its geopolitical and economic interests around the world. “This also means that a pragmatic German security policy, especially when costly longer-term military operations are called for, will have to concentrate primarily on the increasingly unstable European vicinity, from Northern Africa and the Middle East to Central Asia,” the report continued.

			Gauck’s speech and the publication of the SWP paper took place during the period between the federal election on September 22 and the formation of the grand coalition on December 17, 2013. The SPD, Christian Democratic Union (CDU), and Christian Social Union (CSU) withdrew for consultations stretching over several weeks to lay the groundwork for a return to an aggressive foreign policy. Shortly after the government took power, in February 2014, the new Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier (SPD) and Defence Minister Ursula Von der Leyen (CDU) announced the new approach at the 50th Munich Security Conference, together with Gauck.

			In formulations that were at times identical with those of Gauck’s October 3, 2013 speech, Steinmeier stated that “Germany must be ready for earlier, more decisive and more substantive engagement in the foreign and security policy sphere.” He criticised the “culture of restraint”, and added, “Germany is too big merely to comment on world affairs from the sidelines.” Steinmeier listed a number of countries viewed by German imperialism as its sphere of influence: “Syria, Ukraine, Iran, Iraq, Libya, Mali, the Central African Republic, South Sudan, Afghanistan, tensions in East Asia—that’s by no means an exhaustive list of this year’s hot spots. Given the foreign and security policy challenges ahead, we certainly won’t be short of work.”23

			Von der Leyen struck a similar tone. She stated that “indifference is not an option for Germany.” As a “country of significant size, … the Federal Government is prepared to enhance our international responsibility.” This included foreign military interventions by NATO and the EU. Concretely, she promised to “reinforce our contribution to the efforts in Mali”, participate in “the destruction of the residual quantities of chemical warfare agents from Syria”, and support “the upcoming mission of the European Union in the Central African Republic”.24

			The government simultaneously implemented the new foreign policy strategy in practice. Alongside its NATO partners, Berlin engineered a political crisis in Ukraine and cooperated with the fascists of Svoboda and the Right Sector, among others, to assist a right-wing coup to come to power against the elected government of Viktor Yanukovich. Prior to this, Yanukovich had refused to sign a cooperation agreement with the EU and oriented instead more towards Moscow.

			The government’s aggressive foreign policy was accompanied by an unprecedented media campaign. In addition to the F.A.Z. and Die Zeit, the Süddeutsche Zeitung, Der Spiegel, and taz newspapers published angry attacks on Russia on a daily basis, as well as calls for military strikes and confrontation on all fronts. This culminated visually with the photo on the title page of Der Spiegel’s 2014 edition No 31. Pictures of the victims from the Malaysian Airlines MH17 aircraft shot down over Ukraine were accompanied by the caption, “Stop Putin now!” At the time, it remained entirely unclear who was responsible for shooting down the aircraft.

			Russia responded to the NATO powers’ aggression by supporting separatist forces in eastern Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea. These counter-measures were, in turn, seized upon by NATO as a pretext to launch a massive rearmament programme and deploy troops to Russia’s borders. German soldiers are now stationed on the Russian border for the first time since the Nazis’ 1941 invasion of the Soviet Union. In addition, Germany took the lead of NATO’s so-called spearhead force, capable of rapidly deploying 5,000 soldiers against Russia.

			At the NATO summit in Wales in September 2014, all members committed to increasing their military budgets to 2 percent of gross domestic product within ten years. For Germany, this means more than doubling the defence budget, which has been pursued enthusiastically ever since. Since January 2013, the German Armed Forces have participated in almost every international military intervention, beginning with Mali and including Iraq and Syria, and the Mediterranean. The German army is now involved in sixteen foreign deployments.

			Following the experience of world war and fascism, these militarist policies can only be imposed upon the population through dictatorial means. This is why the preparations for war are accompanied by the return of xenophobia, dictatorship, and fascism. Baberowski played a key role in making right-wing extremist positions, which had been taboo for a long period of time, socially acceptable once again.
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			The Case of Baberowski

			Whenever historians achieve prominence beyond their field of expertise, they do so usually on the basis of decades of systematic study on specific historical topics. Theodor Mommsen’s History of Rome, Friedrich Meinecke’s works on the ideological history of the nation state, and Fritz Fischer’s Germany’s Aims in the First World War were meticulous studies and frequently literary masterworks.

			Jörg Baberowski was hired as a professor by Humboldt University in 2003, without having published a single significant study. The books he has since published are characterised by a conspicuous superficiality, intellectual laziness, and outright falsification. Nonetheless, Baberowski has become one of Germany’s most prominent professors in the media. Over the last ten years alone, he has appeared in over 100 radio programmes, forty television broadcasts, and given close to forty newspaper interviews, all of which are listed on the official website of his institute.

			The disconnect between his intellectual capacities and the media attention he has generated is linked to the fact that Baberowski has not been promoted as a scholar, but as a right-wing ideologue. He is exploiting his position as a professor and his works on historical questions to pursue a right-wing extremist agenda. In comments to the Neue Zürcher Zeitung in May 2017, he explained the significance of downplaying the Nazis’ crimes, stating,

			Since 1968, opposition to a dead dictator [Adolf Hitler] has been sufficient to proclaim one’s moral superiority over other people. All of these patronizing strategies follow the same pattern. Anyone who reaches conclusions on racism, colonialism, war and peace or gender relations different to what the hegemonic discourse allows is morally discredited.1

			In order to make racism and war socially acceptable once again, according to this line of argumentation, the moral superiority of Hitler’s opponents must be broken. And this is precisely what Baberowski has been working systematically to accomplish for years—including prior to his February 2014 interview with Der Spiegel. In 2007, he asserted that the Nazis’ war of annihilation was a reaction to the Red Army’s conduct of the war: “Stalin and his generals imposed a new kind of war on the Wehrmacht (German Army) which no longer spared the civilian population.”2 He wrote along similar lines five years later in his biography of Stalin, Scorched Earth (Verbrannte Erde), on the war at the Eastern Front,

			In any war, such conditions [as on the Eastern Front] are reason enough to resist the enemy and commit acts of cruelty. Such behavior can in no way be explained by ideological convictions. Hitler’s soldiers did not wage a war of Weltanschauung [ideology]. They were trapped in a war that had its own inescapable dynamic.3

			Baberowski denied that the war in the East was long planned. To do so, he did not rely on historical facts, but utilised grotesque falsifications, which amount to a slap in the face for any serious historical research. In contrast, the American historian Thomas Childers provides a detailed account, in his latest work on the Third Reich, of how Nazi ideology and the war aims were combined in the war of annihilation,

			A war of annihilation against Judeo-Bolshevism in the Soviet Union was the bedrock of Nazi ideology and a goal Hitler had obsessively embraced throughout his political career. It was the cause that defined and animated National Socialism; the confrontation between National Socialism and Communism was for him the main event, an epic clash of ideologies that would determine the fate of Germany, Europe, and the world. It would also vastly expand the scope and savagery of the war Hitler had unleashed, and with it, geopolitics and genocide would merge into one terrifying maelstrom, transforming the very nature of the war and bringing the merciless slaughter of millions.4

			Because Baberowski denies these historical facts and exculpates the Nazis, renowned historians had already accused him of apologist tendencies following the publication of his book Scorched Earth. Benno Ennker criticised the book as “an implicit exoneration of the Wehrmacht”, and wrote with regard to Baberowski’s claim that the Nazis were incapable of bringing the war of annihilation under control, “Such an exculpation—unsupported by evidence—of the ideologically planned extermination policy in the East with reference to ‘situation and circumstances’ had up to now only been associated with the scandalous Polish historian Bogdan Musial.”5

			Jürgen Zarusky commented, “Baberowski has yet to present any evidence for his reckless assertion that the Soviet leadership welcomed the war. He largely ignores the German plans to turn the war into a war of annihilation.”6

			Christoph Dieckmann accused Baberowski of “not presenting a well-balanced, nuanced study, but a polemic full of broadsides and controversial positions that runs over more than 500 pages”.7 He misinterprets “the state of research, which has demonstrated the broad-based consensus within the German leadership and military top brass of the Wehrmacht, prior to the attack on the Soviet Union, to starve millions of Soviet citizens to death within a few months”. In light of this, Baberowski’s remarks appear to be “apologetics”.8 Significantly, however, none of these authors spoke out following Baberowski’s remarks on Hitler in Der Spiegel in 2014.

			We have documented elsewhere9 how Baberowski combines the trivialisation of the Nazis’ crimes with a demonization of the October Revolution, and even ends up claiming that “from a moral perspective”, a comparison of the pre-war history of Stalinism and National Socialism (Nazism) would be favourable to German fascism.10 Here, it only needs to be shown how, on the basis of this historical falsification, Baberowski rehabilitates right-wing extremist ideological positions.

			The justification of war and dictatorship

			Baberowski has used dozens of radio, television, and newspaper interviews to advocate brutality in waging the so-called “war on terror”, and a vast build-up of the state’s repressive apparatus. While Münkler, Gauck, Steinmeier, and others have attempted to cloak their calls for a return of German militarism in phrases about the need to assume “foreign policy responsibility” and defend “human rights”, from the outset, Baberowski has not shied away from advocating extreme ruthlessness. Speaking of the war against the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq, he stated during a panel discussion at the German Historical Museum on October 1, 2014,

			And if one is not willing to take hostages, burn villages, hang people and spread fear and terror, as the terrorists do, if one is not prepared to do such things, then one can never win such a conflict and it is better to keep out altogether.11

			Baberowski made these remarks as an enthusiastic proponent of military interventions against terrorists. In the same discussion, he stressed that it was necessary to state clearly the fact that “in order for this to work, we must go in. And it has to be worth it. That costs money. We have to send troops in. Countries like Iraq, Syria and Libya are no longer able to solve this problem themselves.” He issued similar appeals for war in countless articles and discussions. When he was asked early in 2016 during an interview with Cicero magazine how he would respond to the statement that “terrorism cannot be combatted with war,” Baberowski answered that he thought this was wrong. “One can only respond to terrorism with violent means,” stated Baberowski.12

			Baberowski advocates not only inhumane methods for waging war, but also violence perpetrated by fascistic mobs targeting foreigners. When a growing number of refugee accommodation centres were targeted in arson attacks in 2015, he portrayed this as a “natural” reaction by concerned citizens. Asked about the arson attacks on the programme Kulturzeit, he said, “Wherever large numbers of people come from foreign contexts and the population is not involved in solving all of these problems, it naturally leads to aggression.” Finally, he downplayed the neo-Nazi attacks, stating, “Given the problems we currently have in Germany with immigration, which is happening now, I think what we are seeing is relatively harmless.”13

			At the philosophy festival Phil-Cologne on May 19, 2016, Baberowski claimed that “men in Germany” were helpless in the face of acts of violence by immigrants because they could no longer fight. This had been demonstrated on New Year’s Eve 2015 in Cologne, continued Baberowski, when German men failed to defend their women against alleged attacks. “We can see how men in Germany no longer understand how to deal with violence,” added Baberowski. His statements were prominently cited by numerous right-wing extremist websites.

			To justify these positions, Baberowski systematically revived the thinking of ultra right-wing circles in the Weimar Republic, who paved the way ideologically for Hitler. In his book published in September 2015, Räume der Gewalt (Spaces of Violence), he drew heavily on the theories of figures like Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, Ernst Jünger, and Carl Schmitt. According to his main theses, violence is a fundamental characteristic of humanity, and does not require meaning, reason, or interest. It simply seizes hold of people. Baberowski cannot substantiate this thesis, either biologically, on an evolutionary basis, sociologically, or psychologically. He simply asserts it. In the process, he denies any historical development of human psyche and postulates a supra-historical human essence. “The human being does not become what he is, he has always been complete,” argues Baberowski. “This is why violence has been a possibility at all times, and why no programme of enlightenment has ever prevented human beings from imagining killing and injuring other human beings.”14

			According to this logic, for Baberowski, violence has nothing to do with convictions, interests, or social structures. An act of violence is “not motivated by the ideas one has about the world,” states the professor. “In this context, ideological motives are irrelevant.”15 Violent outbursts also “cannot be understood or described … from the perspective of researching their social origins.”16 Baberowski repeatedly denies that culture and society have anything to do with the emergence of violence. Whether or not someone has been abused throughout their entire life or lives in luxury or in desperate poverty, or is pursuing definite interests is of no significance, according to this theory. Baberowski also brushes aside the clear connection between violence and social inequality.

			Behind these positions lies a deeply irrational and reactionary worldview, in which human beings are seen as unchanging creatures not endowed with rationality; man is neither able to consciously shape society nor to control it. Violence is not understood as occurring under concrete historical conditions, but as an abstract expression of human nature. If one follows the logic of such unconditional violence, an uprising of slaves is merely the expression of human violence. Or, to take another example, when the Edelweiß Pirates17 launched attacks on Nazi institutions at the cost of their lives, they were not acting on the basis of anti-fascist convictions, but due to their brutal nature. On the other hand, the Nazis’ organised industrial mass murder is merely an expression of human nature and has nothing to do with Nazi ideology or the interests of German imperialism.

			On this entirely unscientific and irrational basis, Baberowski then describes one excessive act of violence after another. Sometimes from a novel, at other times from historical events, but never in any way systematically. His descriptions of the immediate conditions of violence are entirely hollow, because Baberowski’s one-dimensional definition of violence completely ignores convictions, living conditions, and reasons. His descriptions always come to an end precisely at the point where an investigation of the relationship between social conditions and the scope for subjective actions in situations of violence would be interesting from a scholarly point of view. Instead, he resorts to reactionary platitudes that have nothing to do with the events described. On this basis, his main thesis—that it is necessary to consider concretely the “spaces of violence”, i.e., situations to understand violent acts—proves to be entirely groundless. This is because for Baberowski, situations are not specific constellations of social conditions within which human beings behave. On the contrary, they are characterised exclusively by the question of whether individual acts of violence are permissible or not.

			It is obvious that Baberowski is not interested in a scholarly understanding of particular violent episodes, but rather the justification of violence itself. In contrast to someone like Wolfgang Sowsky,18 Baberowski does not confine himself to describing violence in general as something human and therefore unavoidable. His goal is to legitimise the violence of the rulers, the slaveholders, kings, and capitalists. Despite the arbitrariness of his epistemology, he is very explicit on this point.

			We have already noted that, according to Baberowski, man is neither able to consciously shape society nor to control it. Just as violence is natural for human beings, for him it follows that a brutal social order, governed by oppression and inequality, is also natural. The professor writes,

			It is not possible to conceive of an order that is not based on hierarchies and social inequality, because life opportunities and capabilities are distributed unequally. Power, hierarchy, and social differentiation are not synonyms for violence, because whenever humans have to deal with each other and protect themselves from others, they rely on projecting power.19

			In a discussion published by Cicero magazine, Baberowski summed up the anti-democratic content of these statements: “Whenever more than three people come together, the question of who decides must be determined. One person then has power, the others get order and security.”20 According to this utterly stupid and no less reactionary line of argument, joint, democratic decisions are impossible, even in the smallest of groups. This draws directly from the conceptions of social rank of the national conservatives during the Weimar Republic. Accordingly, human beings are not capable of learning, they are in essence violent, and so it follows that oppression and social inequality are necessary. It is clear where this ideology leads. It is directed against any conception of democracy and justifies social inequality and its imposition through dictatorial means. Baberowski is very explicit on this point, “Human beings have injured and killed each other for centuries, and nothing can prevent them from doing so in the future,” he writes, before adding, “Without a clear power relationship, there can be no peace. As soon as the balance of obedience and security is disturbed, peace rapidly perishes.”21

			Once again, Baberowski considers violence in completely abstract terms and separated from all social and historical conditions. He does not attach any significance to whether there are enough resources to go around or scarcity prevails, or how far technology has developed and the relationship of human beings to each other in the productive process. He simply asserts repeatedly that there must be those with power who are able to impose their power through violence. Otherwise, uncontrollable violence will ensue.

			The political implications of this absurd theory are obvious and Baberowski expounds them on a regular basis. At a panel discussion on “Violence and Religion” at the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, he declared that violence can be dealt with much more pragmatically if its origins are ignored. “The vast amounts of money spent on social programmes to civilise people could just as well be thrown in the River Spree,” said Baberowski in summing up his position. Instead, he appealed for the strengthening of the police and repressive state apparatus.22

			In October 2016, Baberowski, explicitly basing himself on the legacy of the far-right in the Weimar Republic, held a lecture to commemorate the Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt.23 Even in the 1920s, before he emerged as the crown jurist of the Third Reich, Schmitt had advocated an anti-democratic interpretation of the law. His writings legitimised the establishment of a “commissarial dictatorship” and the abolition of basic rights to maintain order. Baberowski’s lecture to the Carl Schmitt Foundation embraced this concept and employed it to analyse the October Revolution. His central thesis was that the victory of the Bolsheviks could have been prevented if the tsarist regime or the provisional government had been prepared to intervene decisively and establish a brutal dictatorship to suppress the revolution.

			Anti-refugee agitation

			Based on his irrational and anti-democratic ideology, Baberowski has established himself as an ideological spokesman for the far-right. His columns for the Basler Zeitung, owned by the Swiss right-wing extremist Christoph Blocher, which he authored almost monthly from January 2016 to October 2017, read like contributions to all aspects of the AfD’s party programme.

			Tirades against Merkel’s refugee policy alternate with calls for ruthless state crackdowns against Islamist terrorists. “Indifference is just another word for weakness. Anyone who only understands the language of violence should also come to feel it.”24 Referring to politicians who called for calm after the terrorist attack in Berlin, Baberowski raged, “The song of self-disempowerment is being sung on the political stage.”25

			In the Basler Zeitung, he celebrated Donald Trump’s electoral triumph as a blow “against the culture of political correctness”.26 He defended the AfD against “the baseless allegation” that there were fascists among its parliamentary deputies.27

			Another theme redolent of Trump and Steve Bannon is Baberowski’s incessant broadsides against the media and establishment parties. The professor, who enjoys easy access to all media channels and ruthlessly attacks his critics, constantly repeats his mantra that he lives in a dictatorship of opinions. He commented on criticism of völkish conceptions and xenophobia, “With a loaded moral pistol, the dictatorship of political correctness compels the citizens to express only the views of which it approves.”28

			At the height of the refugee crisis in October 2015, he railed against the “mania of virtue” of those “in authority”, which excluded opponents of refugees from the “debate on immigration”. He continued, “In the realm of the moral preachers, into which the mainstream media in Germany has been transformed, sobriety and reason are forbidden. Anyone who expresses a healthy dose of common sense risks exclusion and contempt … Anyone who breaches the conventions of the republic of virtues is considered beyond the pale.”29

			In the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Baberowski sought to play off the socially disadvantaged against refugees. “Why should a refugee receive for free things that the people who already live here have been working hard for, for decades?” he asked. “Secretaries, builders, mothers, who have little money in their old age, hairdressers who cannot find an apartment, because their wages are too low, do not understand why the social safety-net helps those who have not financed it with contributions.”30

			He finished by unabashedly embracing cultural racist arguments to justify his anti-refugee agitation. “The integration of several million people in a very short time disturbs our traditional continuity which provides social stability and consistency.”31

			A right-wing extremist network

			Baberowski does not confine himself to laying the ideological foundation for the far-right; he is also one of the movement’s principal organisers. As Die Zeit reported, Baberowski founded a right-wing extremist network in 2015, the “Right-wing Salon”. Within this confidential setting, Baberowski brings together “conservatives and radical right-wingers”. The meetings take place at least twice a year and involve at least thirty participants, but sometimes many more, according to Die Zeit.32

			The article identifies a number of the right-wing network’s members involved in the meetings. They include the editor of the far-right rag Tumult Frank Böckelmann, who according to Die Zeit wants to take up a struggle against the threat of a “majority Muslim population”.

			Other participants include AfD members, such as Michael Klonowsky, who is personal adviser to AfD parliamentary group leader Alexander Gaulland. Klonowsky was previously adviser to AfD leader Frauke Petry and described himself in the daily taz as the AfD’s “spin doctor”. “I am, to some extent, offering my brains to her [Petry] and the AfD,” he said.33

			According to Die Zeit, the publisher of the far-right newspaper Junge Freiheit, Dieter Stein, is also a member of Baberowski’s salon. Another is Karlheinz Weißmann, who founded the Institute for Governmental Politics in 2000 together with Götz Kubitschek and co-edited Sezession magazine until 2014. Currently, he publishes the right-wing extremist periodical Cato.

			Cora Stephan, co-author of the previously cited article in Die Welt, which disputed the offensive war aims of the German Empire, is also a member, along with SPD politician Thilo Sarrazin, whose racist and eugenics-laden theses blazed the trail for other right-wing extremists. Further members of the circle include Matthias Matussek, who expressed joy following the terrorist attacks in Paris, because they would “shift the debate about open borders and a quarter of a million unregistered young Muslim men in this country in a fresh, new direction,”34 as well as Vera Lengsfeld, Rüdiger Safranski, and Eberhard Sens.
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						American Nazi website The Daily Stormer applauds Baberowski

					
				

			

			The circle’s key concern is to make right-wing extremist positions an acceptable part of public discourse once again. Members of the network or close friends frequently publish provocative texts, which are then seized upon and defended by other members. Most of the already mentioned right-wing newspapers repeatedly and vehemently defended Baberowski against his critics. Over the past three years alone, Lengsfeld, Klonowsky, Stein, and Weißmann have written articles defending the extreme right-wing professor. This includes the publication Deutsche Stimme (German Voice), the newspaper of the neo-Nazi National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD), which has leapt to Baberowski’s defence on several occasions, and the right-wing extremist National Zeitung. International neo-Nazi organisations also applauded Baberowski. Articles appeared on Breitbart News and the Nazi website Daily Stormer, reporting positively on Baberowski’s anti-refugee agitation.

			The network came to public prominence on March 15, 2018. At Lengsfeld’s initiative, representatives of the group, together with right-wing intellectuals like Uwe Tellkamp and Eva Hermann, launched a statement entitled “Declaration 2018” (Erklarung 2018). The statement, which comprises just two sentences, is a declaration of solidarity with Pegida and the xenophobic right wing. It rails against “illegal mass immigration” and supports demonstrations calling for “the restoration of the rule of law at our country’s borders”. A picture of the so-called “women’s march” appeared above the text, held in Berlin in February 2018 and organised by the AfD politician Leyla Bilge.35 Few women took part in the march, which was dominated by bald-headed young men carrying German flags and bawling xenophobic slogans.

			The aim of the “Declaration 2018” was to communicate right-wing extremist positions to a broad public. Several media outlets immediately seized on the statement to initiate a right-wing campaign. In the same edition of Die Zeit that reported on Baberowski’s “Right-wing Salon”, Ulrich Greiner, who has been writing for Die Zeit for thirty-eight years, complained that there still existed “a core sympathy for everything left-wing in the media landscape … while right-wing positions, readily labelled populist or reactionary, always provoke defensive reactions.”36

			Members of the “Right-wing Salon”, and especially Baberowski, pursued their critics with extreme aggression. When 200 scholars ended their collaboration with the scholarly LIT Verlag publishing house, because its head, Wilhelm Hopf, had signed the “Declaration 2018”,37 Baberowski sharply attacked the signatories. Baberowski slandered them on social media, including four professors and three other colleagues from Humboldt University.

			In two posts published on his Facebook page, Baberowski insulted his colleagues as “denunciators” and “smug professors who have never uttered a word of protest in their entire lives.” He compared their exit from LIT Verlag with the Nazis’ call to boycott Jewish businesses. Their open letter was part of a “witch-hunt” that recalled “darker times”. “Don’t buy from the outcasts!” declared Baberowski.38

			Such demagogy is unsurpassable. Colleagues who oppose attacks on refugees and the rise of the far right are compared to fascist terror. And this from a professor who is well known for his trivialisation of the Nazis’ crimes and relativisation of the Holocaust.

			Baberowski was not merely content to denounce his colleagues, he also threatened them explicitly. At the end of his tirade against the open letter’s signatories, he stated, “The humiliated and excluded will remember those who pilloried them.”39 Coming from the founder of a right-wing extremist discussion circle, this must be understood as a serious warning.

			This is not the first time that Baberowski has insulted and threatened his critics. In March 2018, he criticised the Tagesspiegel for “discrediting those with opposing views in a manner seen only in dictatorships”, after the Berlin-based newspaper reported critically on the “Declaration 2018”.40 In February 2017, he denounced and insulted students at his own institute for distributing a critical leaflet. Baberowski referred to Sven Wurm, an IYSSE student parliament member, as a “red-coated fascist” and “despicable denunciator”, and photographed him against his wishes. Then, in his lectures, he urged students to take action against his critics. “You can also say No. Everyone can do something…,” he said, before reading out the time and location of the next IYSSE meeting.

			Support from university management

			Following the Robert Service colloquium in February 2014, the IYSSE established that Baberowski’s actions were part of a broader campaign to transform Humboldt University into a right-wing think tank. “Baberowski’s attack on basic democratic rights and academic freedom serves the aims of those forces who would like to transform the Humboldt University into a center for right-wing and militaristic propaganda,” wrote the IYSSE in an open letter to the university management. “Students have no desire to see Humboldt University transformed into a sort of ‘Hoover Institution on the Spree.’ They want the university to remain a center of scientific and academic discourse.”41 The following years confirmed that university management were pursuing such plans, and that students opposed them.

			Baberowski could always rely on support from university management for his right-wing extremist propaganda, his insults, intimidation of, and threats against students and colleagues. In 2014, university management sought to censor IYSSE meetings. The IYSSE chapter could have access to meeting rooms, but any criticism of professors was forbidden. A letter from the university management dated October 7, 2014, stated,

			This approval is, however, subject to the condition that prior to, during and after the meeting, members of the University are not once again maligned, e.g. on leaflets, posters, the Internet, or otherwise reviled as militarists and warmongers, as was the case at an IYSSE meeting in mid-July.42

			The IYSSE rejected these conditions in an open letter to university president Jan-Hendrik Olbertz and organised a broad-based campaign for the defence of democratic rights. “As a student group at the Humboldt University, we consider it not only our right but also our duty to oppose and condemn such views,” the letter stated. “This in no way stands in contradiction to the ‘academic principles of a university, which discusses controversial issues on a purely scholarly basis’ as stated in your letter. Rather, it forms its very essence.”43 The IYSSE ultimately prevailed and was able to hold the meeting without restrictions.

			In April 2015, Olbertz published a letter declaring his solidarity with Baberowski, and accusing IYSSE and SGP members of “vicious defamation”, “citations torn arbitrarily out of context”, and “unacceptable slanders which lack any basis in fact”, and are “completely unaceptable”. He rejected “in the strongest terms attempts to call Jörg Baberowski’s reputation into question and to academically and personally discredit one of Humboldt University’s most renowned social scientists”.44

			Olbertz consciously sought to suppress opposition to Humboldt University being transformed into a right-wing think tank. This was demonstrated in May and June 2016, when he, together with the Foreign Ministry, organised the “Berlin correspondence” at the Gorki Theatre, describing it as a “matinee series about (dis)order”. At its first meeting, Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier stated that one of the main purposes of the series would be to locate Germany in “the struggle for supremacy, the trial of strength between old and new powers”.45 At the second meeting, Herfried Münkler wanted to make the term “order … fruitful for the latest political challenges of a … disjointed world”.46 A third meeting in the series, planned with Baberowski, was cancelled without any explanation.
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			Shortly before this, Olbertz had been replaced by Sabine Kunst, who became university president on May 11, 2016. Kunst intensified Olbertz’s right-wing agenda. She had already made a name for herself at the University of Potsdam, where she established close cooperation with the Bundeswehr (Armed Forces) and arms industry during her time as president from 2007 to 2011.

			In the first year of Kunst’s term in office at the University of Potsdam, a “military studies” programme was established in cooperation with the Office for Military History Research and the Bundeswehr’s Social Sciences Institute (SOWI). The course was subsequently rebranded “War and Conflict Studies”.47 Then in 2009, Kunst founded the Brandenburg Institute for Social and Security Affairs (BIGS) in collaboration with the Brandenburg state government, without informing the responsible institutions at the university in advance. This institute is majority owned by UP-Transfer GmbH, a private research institute based at the University of Potsdam. The other company shareholders come from the arms industry. Along with IABG, a testing service provider for the Defence Ministry, and Rolls Royce, the world’s second largest manufacturer of military engines, the arms company Airbus owns the largest share (25 percent) of the institute and therefore enjoys veto rights on all matters.48

			This militarist education policy qualified Kunst for the post of science minister in Brandenburg, which she took up on February 23, 2011, in the SPD-Left Party state government of Matthias Platzeck. She not only imposed sweeping cuts in education as minister, but also appointed Sönke Neitzel as the new professor of the Bundeswehr’s “War and Conflict Studies” course. Neitzel is a close confidante of Baberowski, has appeared alongside him on numerous panels, and has carried out his own historical falsifications, as in the already cited article on the First World War.49
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						Humboldt University president Sabine Kunst, by: Axel Hindemith, CC-by-sa3.0

					
				

			

			Based on this record, Kunst was appointed president of Humboldt University. During the first year of her presidency, she published a statement attacking students who had criticised Baberowski. She accused them of “falsely citing or distorting the meaning of citations” and violating his personal rights as a result. She presented this claim after the Appeals Court in Cologne came to the opposite conclusion and rejected a complaint filed by Baberowski (see Chapter 4 on the self-imposed conformity of the media). Baberowski was an “outstanding scholar, whose integrity is beyond doubt”, his scholarly statements were “not right-wing extremist”, wrote Kunst. She concluded by suggesting, without providing any evidence, that the critical students had engaged in “violence and extremism”, threatened them with criminal prosecution, and declared “attacks in the media” on Baberowski to be “unacceptable”.50

			Shortly after the publication of this statement, university security staff prevented IYSSE members of the student parliament from distributing leaflets. The text being distributed condemned the president’s statement as an attack on freedom of speech and as part of a right-wing political offensive. Based on several statements, it also demonstrated that Baberowski is a right-wing ideologue.

			The security personnel threatened to take criminal proceedings and justified their actions by saying that university management no longer wanted the IYSSE to distribute its leaflets on campus. A staff member from the public affairs department defended the intervention by the security personnel, stating, “They were absolutely right. No political activities at all should take place here.” Although the university acknowledged receipt of an official complaint, it remained unanswered. It remains unclear whether the security personnel acted on behalf of university management, at Baberowski’s behest, or on their own initiative.

			However, Kunst left no doubt about her position on these events. In an interview with the Süddeutsche Zeitung on April 18, 2017, she once again backed the extreme right-wing professor, and accused the IYSSE, without mentioning it by name, of waging a campaign of defamation. “Accusations are being spread that are not substantiated by arguments,” and “campaigns are being organised that are incompatible with controversies at universities,” and there was “no possibility for those accused to defend themselves with the methods of scholarly debate”, she claimed, adding that the criticism tolerated no discussion.51

			The IYSSE rejected these absurd claims in an open letter. “What you falsely portray as a defence of ‘scholarly debate’ is a modern form of Gleichschaltung [the suppression of anti-Nazi views during the Third Reich],” the letter stated. “You want to determine what can and cannot be said at universities and what rules should apply. In this regard, you have no respect for the opinions of students or their democratic rights.”52

			In a statement on the role of university management, the international editorial board of the World Socialist Web Site wrote,

			Kunst defends the right-wing professor not in the interests of a “free and independent scholarly exchange,” but, rather, for political reasons. … The official closing of the ranks between the HU presidium and Baberowski, which is aimed at suppressing criticism of right-wing extremist standpoints, can only be explained within the context of a sharp shift to the right in ruling circles. In the field of domestic policy, both the SPD and sections of the Left Party are also adapting to, and even participating in, chauvinist campaigns against refugees. Baberowski is seen as an ally in this reactionary orientation.53

			Protests by students

			While university management backed the right-wing professor, the IYSSE won broad support among students for its struggle against historical revisionism and right-wing extremist ideology. In June 2015, the student parliament adopted by a large majority a motion initiated by the IYSSE, which criticised professors Münkler and Baberowski, and called on students to “express themselves politically, question power relations, and oppose all tendencies to trivialise Germany’s inhumane history, above all with regard to the curriculum at the university.”54

			On April 27, 2017, the student parliament once again adopted almost unanimously a motion proposed by the IYSSE, which ordered Kunst to “publicly withdraw her declarations of solidarity with Professor Baberowski”. The student representatives called on university management “to explicitly condemn right-wing and anti-refugee positions. In stark contrast to its alleged ‘Refugees Welcome Policy’, it is hiding behind claims of academic freedom, thereby tolerating right-wing agitation.”55 Prior to this, the assembly of departmental councils and committees (FRIV), which includes all student representative bodies in the university’s faculties, published a sharp criticism of Baberowski. The unanimously adopted statement declared,

			Professor Jörg Baberowski, occupant of the chair of Eastern European history, agitates publicly against refugees and relativises Nazi crimes in his research. By portraying the “majority” of immigrants as a “burden” on the social state, he incites widespread feelings of fear and uses refugees as a scapegoat for social problems. On the one hand, he tirelessly accuses many refugees of “aggression”, while on the other he downplays the significance of violence against refugees and their accommodation facilities. In his scholarly publications, he trivialises Nazi war crimes in the Soviet Union as the only possible response to the war waged by the Red Army and partisans. These provocative positions are extremely dangerous, especially when they are publicised under a pseudo-scholarly cover.56

			Student representative bodies at other universities also turned against Baberowski and his supporters in the media and universities. The student council at Berlin’s Technical University, which represents 35,000 students, criticised the fact that “the right-wing extremist talk show professor has been supported for years by the mainstream media, other professors and academic institutions.” Together with the IYSSE and the student council from the University of Bremen, the student council at the Technical University stated in an invitation to a meeting,

			With the return of German militarism and the rise of social inequality, a sharp shift to the right is occurring among sections of the academic establishment. A central figure in this is Jörg Baberowski, who agitates against refugees, bangs the drum for brutal wars, and trivialises Nazi war crimes.57

			Prior to this, the Bremen student council protested in a leaflet from October 2016 against a planned meeting by the RCDS, the student group of the Christian Democrats, with Baberowski on the Bremen campus. The leaflet declared in part,

			Baberowski, a controversial lecturer at Humboldt University in Berlin, has recently repeatedly justified acts of violence against refugees and attacks on their accommodation facilities, employs a nationalist vocabulary, and advocates right-wing extremist positions in the political dispute over questions of immigration policy. We protest that a man who confronts people with naked hatred should be allowed to appear on a campus, paid for by all of us, which pretends to promote a message of openness.58

			A similar statement was issued by the student council at the University of Hamburg. Student councils at the Free University of Berlin, Lüneburg University, Heidelberg University of Education, and many other student representative bodies made similar statements. On March 4, 2018, the Free Association of Student Councils, representing around eighty student councils across Germany, passed a statement warning that “scholars like Münkler, Rauscher, Baberowski or Kutschera should not be allowed to advance their positions and other highly questionable positions in the curriculum or in public discourse through their authority in society, without reflection in public discourse.” Rather, counter-arguments had to be formulated, it continued.59

			The deep-seated opposition among students to the rightward shift was also directly expressed in growing support for the IYSSE. Over recent years, the IYSSE has attracted up to 7 percent of the vote in elections for Humboldt University’s student parliament, winning up to four seats, more than most of the student organisations of the major parties.

			Sabine Kunst responded to the criticism from students by deepening her collaboration with the far right and launching an authoritarian crackdown on the democratic rights of the student body. In January 2018, in a parliamentary question for the Berlin state executive, AfD deputy Martin Trefzer called for the publication of lists of all the names of student representatives in Berlin over the past ten years. Such lists would enable right-wing extremist circles to intimidate and attack critical students. In a press release dated July 25, 2018, and entitled “HU management and AfD—united against the student body,” the student council warned, “We are very well known by name by the students at HU, who have an interest in the matter. However, we do not want to be known by name by people who are our political enemies and who want to denigrate us.”60

			While the presidents at the Free University and Technical University rejected the request, citing data protection, Kunst made common cause with the AfD and demanded that the student council publish the names. After the student parliament voted against publishing the names, Kunst filed a lawsuit against the student union. When the student council offered to make the names available to her for the purpose of legal review, so long as she did not pass them on, Kunst explicitly rejected this and demanded that they be published “internally within the university”. This would result in the names “automatically being passed to the AfD”, as the student council correctly noted, “since HU employs AfD members and individuals of the so-called New Right as teaching staff, naming Markus Egg and Jörg Baberowski, as well as Gottfried Curio until last semester, who now sits in the federal parliament for the AfD.”61

			Kunst did not merely sue her own student representative body, but also attacked all institutions associated with the student administration and representation. She announced plans to enforce changes to the statutes governing the student body and review all decisions taken by the student parliament. In addition, “university management intends to demand that student groups, advisory services, and childcare services pay rent for their rooms. The legality of departmental student committees is being called into question, and it is also being claimed that they have no right to book university rooms,” wrote the student council in a press release.62 Thus, Kunst is attacking the very student organs that have protested in the past against the right-wing conspiracy at the university. In this, she enjoys the support of the SPD-Left Party-Green Party Berlin state executive.
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			How the AfD Was Built Up

			As we will show in the following chapters, the events at Humboldt University played a central role in the political lurch to the right in Germany. Here, a characteristic feature of the entire political situation became clear: the revival of right-wing extremist positions was not restricted to a few individuals but received support from substantial sections of the ruling elites. Just as Baberowski had received support from the Social Democratic Party (SPD) politician Kunst, the growth of Pegida, the AfD, and other right-wing extremist formations was made possible thanks to the support they received from the political establishment, the state apparatus, and the media. This connection was clearly exposed at Humboldt University, because the IYSSE refused to be intimidated in its struggle against right-wing ideology. At the same time, the widespread support obtained by the IYSSE showed that a stark contrast exists between the right-wing agenda of the political elites and the sentiments of broad sections of the population.

			Thilo Sarrazin

			Volker Weiß, an expert on the right-wing scene in Germany, writes in his book The Authoritarian Revolt (Die autoritäre Revolte) that although the “New Right” had long ago established structures to carry out a sharp shift to the right, they could only gain significance when “the bourgeoisie lost its political bearings in considerable numbers.” He pointed to the publication of Thilo Sarrazin’s book Germany Abolishes Itself (Deutschland schafft sich ab) as being the central impetus for this “latent crisis atmosphere in the bourgeoisie”. “Topics and concepts that had previously circulated only among right-wing extremists reached society as a whole.”1 Two weeks after publication of the book in August 2010, Peter Schwarz emphasised that it was part of a campaign aimed to overcome “long-discredited racist prejudices and prepare the ground for a new right-wing party.”2

			In fact, the book was praised as a bestseller by the literary supplements and television talk shows even before the first copy had even reached the bookstores. And this despite Sarrazin’s explicit resort to racist positions and eugenics, which he justified with falsified statistics and pseudo-biological arguments. He not only claimed that intelligence was hereditary, but that it also differed between ethnicities, meaning that some “races” were more intelligent than others. Germany was becoming more stupid because migrants are breeding more quickly than the supposedly more intelligent native population, was one of the book’s core racist theses. Sarrazin intended to combat this by drawing on the traditions of eugenics. In addition, he linked violence and criminality to the Islamic beliefs of young people.

			This is all the more repugnant given the fact that the SDP politician Sarrazin, during his time as Finance Minister in the SPD-Left Party Berlin state government from 2002 to 2009, imposed the most brutal social spending cuts since the end of the Second World War—cuts which plunged Berlin’s impoverished districts even deeper into poverty. In the manner of the Nazis, he then blamed the resulting criminality on religious minorities. Sarrazin, who is also a prominent member of Baberowski’s “Right-wing Salon”, spoke disparagingly about Hartz IV social welfare claimants during his time in office, and made fun of them. He was supported in this by his own party and its coalition partner, the Left Party. His racist tirades also found a sympathetic audience in both parties.

			After the publication of his book, he received explicit support from a whole series of Social Democrats. Former Hamburg Mayor Klaus von Dohnanyi openly defended him. He also received backing from former Finance Minister and future SPD candidate for Chancellor, Peer Steinbrück, former Defence Minister Peter Struck, and the mayor of Berlin-Neukölln at the time, Heinz Buschkowsky.

			Even those who took a critical view of Sarrazin’s book joined in the xenophobic debate. Sigmar Gabriel, who was SPD leader at the time, declared in September 2010 in an interview with Der Spiegel, “Anyone who consistently rejects all offers of integration cannot stay in Germany, just like the foreign-paid preachers of hate in mosques. And wherever there are hotspots of criminality, regardless of whether German or foreign, we need a considerably stronger police presence on the ground.” Having brought about a social catastrophe with the Agenda 2010 welfare and labour reforms, the SPD leader and his party were now blaming the poor for their poverty, just as Sarrazin had done.3

			Although the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) and the European Commission Against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) threatened to bring criminal charges against Sarrazin’s racism, proceedings to expel him from the party were dropped, enabling the racist and eugenicist to remain an SPD member to this day. Former Foreign Minister and current German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier expressed his satisfaction with the outcome of the case in an interview with the Bild newspaper.

			Sarrazin also received considerable support from the conservative Christian Democratic Union (CDU). His book was seen by many as opening the floodgates for a xenophobic campaign. When the then German President Christian Wulff declared that Islam was part of Germany, in his 2010 speech on German Unity Day, several Christian Democratic politicians attacked him and Wulff ultimately lost his job. Then Interior Minister Thomas de Maizière (CDU) rejected Wulff’s attempt to place Islam on the same level “as Judaeo-Christian religious and cultural understanding”.4 Christian Social Union (CSU) parliamentary deputy Norbert Geis stated, “We want the Christian Western World to remain Christian.”5 The leader of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group, Volker Kauder (CDU), proclaimed, “The Constitution, which rests on our Judaeo-Christian traditions, cannot be relativised by anything, and certainly not by an Islam which advocates Sharia law and the oppression of women.”6

			Similar positions now appeared abundantly in formerly liberal media outlets. Der Spiegel’s edition of September 13, 2010 ran with the cover headline, “The failure of the state: Why Germany has failed on integration.” As proof of the alleged failure, the news magazine declared the state had ignored for years the unwillingness of immigrants to assimilate, especially those from Turkey. The tone was unmistakably clear: the authorities should deal with immigrants more strictly and decisively, rather than handling them with kid gloves.

			Pegida

			In contrast to this right-wing campaign, throughout the 2010s, Germany witnessed an unprecedented social movement of people who assisted those forced to flee to Europe due to wars or natural disasters. While the state intentionally sought to deter refugees with inhumane treatment and a lack of basic provisions, millions of people demonstrated their solidarity in practice. They established independent structures to supply refugees with clothing, accommodation and food; they offered school classes, sport and integration; and they looked after childcare.

			While this movement of millions obtained a smattering of media coverage at its highpoint in 2015, it was another campaign that received extensive attention and was hyped up. In October and early November 2014, when a few thousand right-wing extremists from across Germany marched through Dresden every Monday under the slogan “Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamisation of the Occident” (Pegida), reports began appearing in national newspapers and on television portraying as “concerned citizens”, the fascistic dregs of society who had taken to the streets. The coverage effectively unleashed a mobilisation campaign for Pegida, pushing the number of participants into six figures for a brief period, although by February 2015 the numbers had dropped sharply.

			According to their own admission, participants in the demonstrations included “numerous office-holders and members” of the neo-Nazi National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD). The fascist party mobilised massively for the marches and called on its members to participate. The AfD was also represented. This included the parliamentary group in the Brandenburg state parliament with its leader, Alexander Gauland, who had previously labelled the demonstrations a legitimate protest against a failed asylum policy. When Pegida mobilised over 10,000 for the last time on October 19, 2015, one of the main speakers was the German-Turkish right-wing extremist Akif Pirinçci. To the applause of the Pegida mob, he described Germany as a “Muslim garbage dump” whose people were threatened by “Umvolkung”, a Nazi term to denote the replacement of one people by another.

			Numerous attacks on immigrants and left-wing counter-demonstrators took place on the periphery of the protest. According to the Sächsische Zeitung, a large group of Pegida demonstrators armed themselves with stones and other objects. They attacked two men on their way to the train station. One of them, a Moroccan who had immigrated to Germany, fell to the ground. A reporting team from Spiegel Online was also attacked.

			The “Dresden Nazi Free” alliance, which organised a counter-demonstration, pointed to the culpability of the police. “In many instances, Pegida demonstrators were able to go on the rampage unhindered and attack counter-protests. Several reports even indicate that police officers repeatedly and consciously opened cordons for Pegida hooligans,” declared a statement.7

			In the media, the fascistic mob was frequently glorified and supported. The reports ranged from the downplaying of Pegida as “disorderly popular grumblings” (taz) or a “contradictory phenomenon” (Süddeutsche Zeitung), to explicit support and incitement, such as in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (F.A.Z.). On December 16, 2014, F.A.Z. co-editor Berthold Kohler enthused, “In the past, the left unceremoniously got out the Nazi cudgel and swung it about until the CDU/CSU retreated into their shell.”8 Kohler appealed for the demonstrators to be taken seriously, and “to pursue an immigration policy whose regulations are strictly based on the interests of our own country”—in other words, the complete abolition of the right to asylum.

			Government representatives spoke in similar terms. Prior to the Pegida demonstrations at the beginning of October 2014, Interior Minister de Maizière (CDU) had defended protests against refugee accommodation facilities, describing them as “legitimate.” When the demonstrations in Dresden gathered pace, he gave his backing to the participants and said their concerns should be taken seriously.

			The Vice Chancellor and SPD leader at the time, Sigmar Gabriel, said it was necessary to reach out to the demonstrators, who felt insecure and were just tagging along. His party colleague Roger Lewentz, who headed the Interior Ministry in the state of Rhineland-Palatinate, opposed describing the demonstrations as right-wing or xenophobic. “When so many people take to the streets, politicians must take these people seriously,” said the SPD politician.9

			The state government in Saxony in particular supported the protests. In December 2014, Saxony’s state premier Stanislaw Tillich (CDU) announced he would engage in a dialogue with the Pegida protesters. His Interior Minister Markus Ulbig (CDU) said it was totally wrong to stigmatise these people and put them all in the far-right camp. Saxony’s state-funded Centre for Political Education offered its facilities to the right-wing extremists, where they were able to publicise their racist propaganda at press conferences.

			Alternative for Germany (AfD)

			These initiatives laid the groundwork for the far-right AfD to flourish. And AfD representatives also obtained disproportionate media coverage. Like Pegida, the AfD always received the opportunity to spout its fascistic propaganda on primetime television. For example, in September 2015, the AfD spokesman in Thuringia, Björn Höcke, appeared with a German flag on the Günther Jauch show, the leading talk show on public broadcaster ARD, to present national chauvinist myths about 1,000 years of Germany. “Three thousand years of Europe, 1,000 years of Germany”, he shouted at the camera.

			On March 13, 2016, after the AfD received 15 percent and 24 percent of the vote in the Baden-Württemberg and Saxony-Anhalt state elections respectively, politicians and the media could no longer contain themselves. Dirk Kurbjuweit, who had authored the 2014 article in defence of Baberowski’s historical lies, wrote in Der Spiegel’s lead article, “In light of the election results, the AfD must be viewed in a new way and how we deal with it reconsidered.” He declared the right-wing extremist party to be a “party of the centre”, and said it was “warmly welcome”.10

			CDU parliamentary deputy Klaus-Peter Willsch indicated as early as 2014 that future coalitions with the AfD were possible. It was necessary to “soberly consider with whom we have most in common, with the SPD, with the Greens, or with the AfD? I see most in common with the AfD,” he told Spiegel Online.11 The CDU/CSU parliamentary group deputy leader, Georg Nüsslein (CSU) advised, “not to simply push the AfD into the right-wing populist corner”.12

			In October 2016, the Left Party’s parliamentary group leader, Sahra Wagenknecht, gave a joint interview to the Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung with then AfD leader Frauke Petry. Even the F.A.S. noted that the pair were “often closer together than expected”. The discussion “rapidly gathered pace, at times appearing like a grand coalition in the opposition,” according to the conservative newspaper. In the interview, Wagenknecht argued in favour of closed borders and attacked Chancellor Merkel from the right.

			To the extent that the media provided the AfD with a platform and the other parties embraced its right-wing propaganda, the AfD was able to present itself ever more openly as a right-wing extremist force. Until the summer of 2015, while led by economist Bernd Lucke, the AfD had portrayed itself as a national conservative and neoliberal force; under new leader Frauke Petry it then pursued an explicitly xenophobic and right-wing extremist course. Under Alexander Gauland and Björn Höcke, the völkish-nationalist wing ultimately took control of the party. In the 2017 federal election campaign, Gauland expressed his pride in the actions of Hitler’s Wehrmacht. Höcke described the Holocaust memorial in Berlin as a “monument of shame” and demanded a “180-degree turn in our policy of remembrance”.

			The outrage of the other parties at these statements was thoroughly hypocritical, as was already demonstrated by the fact that they had all supported the falsifications of history at Humboldt University, which followed the same agenda. In reality, the AfD merely pursued, in an especially aggressive form, what the other parties had set as their goal. After all, the planned military rearmament and suppression of mounting class tensions can only be realised with a fascist programme. The AfD’s rise is the result of the rightward shift of all the parties in parliament.

			A glance at the AfD’s personnel underscores how closely the party is linked to the other parties. Twenty-one of the party’s ninety deputies are former CDU and CSU members, eleven were previously in the Free Democratic Party (FDP), and five in the SPD. With Norbert Kleinwächter, one AfD deputy also came from the Election Alternative for Work and Social Justice (WASG), which co-founded the Left Party in 2007.

			The number of police officers and military personnel in the AfD’s parliamentary group is likewise substantial. According to research by Spiegel Online, 13 percent of the AfD’s deputies in the federal and state parliaments have a military background. In the federal parliament, it is close to 20 percent. They include Rüdiger Lucassen, who left the army after thirty-four years’ service as a colonel in the general staff; the soldier René Springer, a personal adviser to Gauland; former military officer Peter Felser, who published a book together with the right-wing extremist publicist Götz Kubitschek about the German army’s military intervention in Bosnia; and the Bavarian Gerald Otten, formerly a fighter pilot and colonel in the reserves, who is now the Eurofighter sales director for Airbus. The AfD state chairmen in the states of Berlin and Rhineland-Palatinate were both former military officers: Georg Pazderski ended his forty-one-year military career as a colonel in the general staff, while Uwe Junge finished as a lieutenant colonel after thirty-eight years.

			It is not for nothing that the AfD is the most aggressive advocate of German militarism. The party’s programme states, “We have to support the stability of states in the interests of our security, and not in the name of democracy or morals.” To this end, the AfD advocates a huge programme of rearmament. They call for the “return of the armed forces to combat-readiness” and the reintroduction of conscription. This should be achieved through the establishment of “homeland defence units, or the creation of a militia based on the Swiss model”. As early as 2012, in Tages-
spiegel, Gauland accused Germans of having a “lack of respect for the army” and a “tortured relationship with military violence”. After two lost world wars, they must at last get over their “dyed-in-the-wool pacifism” and once again learn from Bismarck that “the great questions of the day” will be “resolved by blood and iron”.13

			After a deliberate campaign had paved the way for the election of such fascist dregs into the federal parliament in 2017, all the other parties are now using their presence to justify a further shift to the right. Even though the AfD secured just 12.6 percent of the vote in the 2017 federal election, it is leader of the official opposition, chairs the powerful parliamentary budgetary committee, and calls the tune on government policy.

			Just as four years earlier, when then Bundespresident Joachim Gauck had called for greater military engagement, the new president, Frank-Walter Steinmeier (SPD), set forth the priorities in a speech on German Unity Day, following the 2017 election. Referring to the AfD’s election result, he declared on October 3, 2017, “We cannot allow our differences to become irreconcilability.” This offer of compromise to the AfD was the central message of the president’s speech. Separated from the population by a “high-security exclusion zone”, as even the F.A.Z. remarked, he asserted in the Rheingoldhalle in Mainz that “flight and immigration” were the topics “that had impacted our country over the last two years more than any others”. Steinmeier thus equated the humanitarian support for refugees displayed by millions of people with the AfD’s slogan that the acceptance of refugees was a “betrayal of our own people”. In all seriousness, he described this neo-Nazi slogan as a moral pole, against which one must take down “the walls of irreconcilability”.14

			Steinmeier immediately set to work on this task, disseminating some of the right-wing extremists’ core demands. Germany had to regain the power to decide who was being persecuted politically and who was fleeing out of economic desperation, he blustered. In reality, those being deported en masse are not only people who have fled bitter poverty, but also refugees forced from their homes by war, who, under the Geneva Convention, have a right to protection. Instead, Steinmeier wants to organise immigration according to the interests of German big business. He called for an immigration system that “controls and manages immigration on our terms”. Those coming to Germany should not only learn the language, stated Steinmeier, but also accept certain core beliefs: “the rule of law, respect for the constitution, the equality between men and women” were all preconditions for living in Germany. This is what comprised an “enlightened German patriotism”.

			Steinmeier’s speech laid the basis for the integration of the AfD into the state and official politics. As in 2013, the 2017 election was followed by lengthy coalition talks behind closed doors, which ultimately lasted six months. The outcome was the implementation of AfD policies by the grand coalition of the CDU/CSU and SPD.
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			The Media Falls into Line

			Without the support of broad sections of the media, neither the return of militarism, nor the rehabilitation of right-wing extremist positions, nor the trivialisation of the Nazis’ crimes would have been possible. The major media companies and public broadcasters were increasingly guided by Goebbels’ maxim that one only needs to repeat a lie often enough to make the people finally believe it. The extent to which they have accepted their self-imposed conformity (Gleichschaltung, the process by which all views other than those of the Nazis were excluded) expresses the sharp decline of bourgeois democracy. Ever larger sections of the media are controlled by a handful of major corporations and investors, who dictate a line that has nothing to do with the convictions of the vast majority. The editorial offices have intimate ties to and have become an appendage of the government.

			In the first half of 2014, almost all the major media outlets joined in a campaign of hitherto unseen intensity. The February 2014 coup in Ukraine orchestrated by the Western powers was glorified as a democratic revolution, the role of fascist forces in the Maidan protests in Kiev ignored, the war in eastern Ukraine portrayed one-sidedly as a Russian provocation, and the Russian view entirely blanked out, so as to prepare the population for conflict with Russia.

			Hardly a day has gone by since, on which the media has not banged the drum for militarism and war, while agitating against the pacifist convictions in the population. A comment in the Süddeutsche Zeitung in April 2013 by Hubert Wetzel demanded the firing of “a salvo of missiles at the headquarters of Bashar al-Assad’s army”.1 On November 4, 2013, Die Zeit journalist Jochen Bittner published a programmatic article in the New York Times entitled “Rethinking German pacifism”, which called for a more aggressive German foreign policy. In the article, he railed against the Germans’ “too deeply ingrained pacifism” and called for more military interventions.2

			These calls have become increasingly aggressive. In February 2017, the F.A.Z. published a comment from Jan Techau entitled, “As a moral apostle, Germany risks being torn apart.” Techau referred to the “striving in every foreign policy debate to remain ‘morally clean’ at the end of every project” as “neurotic”, i.e., as insane. The “exaggerated evaluation of morality as the sole arbiter for action” leads to “an isolating neurosis”.3

			The procurement of German nuclear weapons is also being openly called for. “Do we need the bomb?” read the title of Welt am Sonntag on July 29, 2018. The newspaper answered with an unequivocal “Yes”. “The nuclear component of our security” could no longer be suppressed for “reasons of political correctness, the absence of civil courage and a lack of strategic military planning”, wrote the article’s author, Christian Hacke, a political scientist with close ties to the government, military top brass, and foreign policy establishment. Germany should “no longer engage in Trump-bashing from its pedestal of moral superiority, but arm itself better militarily—on all fronts and using all means.”4

			A concerted media campaign

			The Ukraine campaign and subsequent war-mongering became the template for further propaganda offensives aimed at shifting public opinion to the right.

			At the beginning of 2016, media outlets sought to outdo each other with reports of hordes of foreign men who had allegedly carried out the mass rape of women at Cologne’s main train station on New Year’s Eve. This was a “new form of organised crime”, and a “breakdown in civilisation” had occurred, proclaimed then Justice Minister Heiko Maas (SPD).5 The “perpetrators” at Cologne’s main train station were universally identified as refugees and North Africans, and the “crimes” portrayed by the CDU’s Julia Klöckner as expressing “norms of Islamic masculinity”. Ralf Jäger (SPD), the state Interior Minister in North Rhein-Westphalia, told the Cologne-based tabloid Express, “We will not accept that groups of North African men organise themselves to humiliate women with the most brazen sexual attacks.”6

			The entire episode was largely invented. The antics of pickpockets, which often occur at large-scale events, were massively hyped up and harnessed to wage a racist campaign against Muslims and refugees. On New Year’s Eve, there were approximately 100 complaints made. The police considered this so normal that the following day, they described it as “calm operational conditions”. Only in the course of the sensationalist media reporting did the number of complaints increase. In total, 1,200 complaints were filed, even though only around 1,000 people had celebrated New Year’s Eve at Cologne’s main train station. Some 500 complaints were said to relate to sexual offences.

			One year later, legal proceedings were launched against 330 people; however, convictions only occurred in thirty cases, and just three of those were related to a sexual offence. The legal proceedings presented a picture of young petty criminals, who received hefty fines and suspended sentences for crimes such as stealing mobile phones. Although the results of the investigations exposed the media campaign, “New Year’s Eve in Cologne” continues to serve as a battle cry of the far right to this day.

			The media campaign against alleged “left-wing extremists” at the G-20 summit in Hamburg in July 2017 served a similar purpose. In heavenly concert, the media reported unprecedented acts of violence by left-wing extremists on the streets of Hamburg. One fairy-tale followed another: recounting left-wing extremists on rooftops armed with paving stones to murder police officers, or reporting demonstrators who, for no conceivable reason, broke through police lines with brutal violence.

			SPD Chancellor candidate Martin Schulz spoke of “attempted murder” in Hamburg, while Vice Chancellor Sigmar Gabriel even described the vandals as “terrorists”. Dieter Romann, president of the Federal Police, asserted in the media that a “new dimension of left-wing terrorism and autonomist violence” had been observed. In a piece entitled “Red preachers of hate”, the F.A.Z. remarked, “The issues here are violence and terrorism. A small group of rootless criminals had terrorised parts of Hamburg and thereby attempted to kill police officers, or at least severely injure them. They achieved the latter in many cases. Despite this, their crimes are being concealed in left-wing circles.”7 In the Bild newspaper, SPD Justice Minister Heiko Maas went so far as to support a call for a “Rock against the Left” concert, a slogan which had previously only been associated with right-wing extremist bands like “Freikorps” and “Sturmfront.”

			These lurid articles and reports, which were largely based on police reports, have since been exposed as lies. For example, no evidence whatsoever has emerged to support the claim that demonstrators planned to throw paving slabs and Molotov cocktails from rooftops. Despite thorough searches and forensic investigations, the police have been unable to present any relevant objects. And despite comprehensive video surveillance, they have been unable to document their use. Many of those seen on rooftops or scaffolding turned out to be camera crews or interested bystanders.

			A few weeks after accusations that bottles, fireworks, and flares had been thrown at the police from within the ranks of a demonstration, a police video was made public which fully disproved this story. The video clearly showed that no violence was used against the police, but rather, that the police had charged the demonstrators, who were being targeted from behind by water cannons.

			Scenes of this demonstration and the accusation that protesters had thrown paving stones from rooftops served as the foundation for the tissue of lies constructed by the police and media. Another demonstration was brutally dispersed by the police because a few participants were wearing masks. In May 2018, it emerged that at least some of these were plainclothes officers.

			Based on such concocted and bogus stories, the Interior Ministry banned the linksunten.indymedia.org website, used by left-wing groups to network and publish information about research into neo-Nazi activities in Germany.

			In 2018, the media then seized on an alleged scandal at the Bremen office of the Federal Agency for Immigration and Refugees (Bamf), which also ultimately proved to be a complete invention. An internal investigation has since concluded that there was no “systematic asylum fraud”. Of the 18,000 positive asylum decisions reviewed, a mere 145 were deemed to have been “influenced”. It was a similar story regarding alleged violence at a refugee accommodation centre in Ellwangen, which was reported in exaggerated terms by the media.

			These campaigns underscore the extent to which the media has embraced the self-imposed conformity. In every case, an objective analysis of the facts would have proven that lies and distortions were being employed. In the face of mounting conflict between the ruling elites and the vast majority of the population, the major media outlets are being transformed ever more openly into propaganda instruments. This was underscored by the angry articles which appeared in almost all the newspapers, following the criticisms of right-wing professors by the IYSSE and other student groups.

			Jürgen Kaube defends Baberowski

			After Baberowski, in February 2014 in Der Spiegel, had lined up behind right-wing historian Ernst Nolte and declared that Hitler was not vicious, a deafening silence prevailed in the media and universities. Not a single professor or a single journalist took umbrage and criticised Baberowski. Only after the IYSSE’s leaflets and meetings at Humboldt University met with a powerful response from students, did the taz, on November 28, 2014, report on Baberowski’s statements and the IYSSE’s criticisms.8

			Three days later, Jürgen Kaube published an angry denunciation of the Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei and the IYSSE on the title page of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung’s cultural supplement, in which he gave his full backing to the right-wing extremist professor. In a piece entitled “Trotskyist bullying” (Mobbing trotzkistisch), he accused the SGP and IYSSE of defaming Baberowski with “collages of texts” and “citations torn out of context”. “This is about depriving someone of their scholarly reputation merely because he conducts controversial research, including into the number of victims caused by the communist programme to save the world,” wrote Kaube. He even defended the statement that “Hitler was not vicious” on the grounds that it concerned a comparison with Stalin. Allegations that Baberowski was “anti-communist” or “a partisan of revisionist trivialisation of the Nazis” were baseless suspicions.9

			Kaube also dealt with the invitation of Robert Service and defended the historical falsifier by referring to a few right-wing historians who had praised his Trotsky biography, because it destroyed Trotsky’s “heretical premium—if only he had succeeded instead of Stalin.”

			To legitimise his incredible claims, the head of the magazine’s humanities desk, who has since become one of the F.A.Z.’s co-editors, employed thoroughly dishonest and despicable methods. Kaube did not cite any of Baberowski’s quotes that he asserted had been torn out of context, knowing full well how readers would react to the professor’s statement about Hitler or to his war-mongering. He also avoided referring to the SGP and IYSSE by name, and used invented names instead to make it as difficult as possible for readers to review the statements for themselves. Kaube naturally never asked the SGP for its view on the matter, a basic matter of journalistic due diligence.

			A statement by the SGP exposing Kaube’s lies and reproducing Baberowski’s statements in full and in context, was neither answered nor published by the F.A.Z. In response to the accusations of defaming Baberowski and attacking scholarly freedom, the SGP wrote,

			If one accepts this view, academic freedom protects the defense of Hitler and the advocacy of war crimes, while criticism of these reactionary positions is defamatory. Actually, the issue is not academic freedom, but Gleichschaltung (state-mandated intellectual conformism). If a public debate on these issues is not permissible, then nothing can be discussed anymore. If criticism of such statements is defamation, then there is no freedom of speech.10

			Kaube’s article laid the groundwork for dozens of similar attacks on the IYSSE, which were published by almost all major media outlets over subsequent months.

			The denunciation of Münkler-Watch

			This defamation campaign reached its initial high point in May 2015, when the militarist political scientist and Humboldt University professor Herfried Münkler unleashed a storm of criticism against students who had criticised him. In the 2015 summer semester, a group of students established the blog Münkler-Watch, where they criticised Münkler’s lectures on a weekly basis.11 The bloggers, who as students were in a dependent relationship to the professor, made use of their constitutionally-protected right to anonymous criticism.

			The authors of Münkler-Watch focused their blog above all on their opposition to militarism. “We want to show what it means for students when an openly radical militarist is responsible for the education of young people,” they wrote. The issue at stake was to “show what’s going on here, including beyond the Münkler Causa.” As a result, Münkler speculated in the press that the IYSSE lay behind the initiative. Although this was not the case, the Trotskyist youth group defended Münkler-Watch against these attacks. “If our criticisms of Baberowski and Herfried Münkler encouraged them to do so, then we welcome this development,” stated the IYSSE.12

			Münkler, who has intimate ties with the federal government and maintains close connections to the military, responded aggressively to his student critics. On May 12, 2015, the professor invited all the major media outlets in Berlin to his lecture, and launched into a tirade of bitter denunciations for the assembled journalists to note down. For example, he described the authors of Münkler-Watch as “miserable cowards”, compared them to “Nazi party hacks”, and stated that it was an “unacceptable situation” to have to hold a lecture “under conditions of permanent denunciation”.

			The assembled scribblers did their duty and published vicious attacks on the student bloggers who had dared to criticise their professor! On the radio station Deutschlandfunk, Winfried Sträter insulted Münkler-Watch as “moral guardians”, who impose their “views like ideological vigilantes”.13 Jens Bisky, who regularly appears with Baberowski at the Literaturhaus Berlin, wrote in the Süddeutsche Zeitung that the bloggers’ approach combined “aggressiveness and cowardliness in the style of Pegida”.14

			The most despicable statements came once again from the F.A.Z. in an article by Regina Mönch, whose “very close friend”15 Monika Maron is a member of Baberowski’s “Right-wing Salon”. She raged, “Students are bad-mouthing a professor … they are denouncing and censoring his lectures, which are obviously too intellectually demanding for them.” She accused the university of responding timidly to this assault. Its statements sounded “like an invitation to permanent discord, or as some students put it, complete ‘freedom to slander’.”16 Shortly thereafter, in the same newspaper, Frederike Haupt compared evidence-based criticism of the content of a right-wing professor’s lectures with “bomb threats and death threats”.17 Baberowski also spoke out, telling Tagesspiegel that the university should “ban these ‘nutcases’ and file criminal charges against them.” It had to “protect its employees from extremists of all kinds.”18

			For his part, in an interview with Die Zeit, Münkler accused the students of Nazism and anti-Semitism. He also charged his critics with conducting “asymmetrical warfare”, a concept usually employed against terrorists. He later declared, “The rancorous discourse they [the students] cultivate reminds me of the politics at the universities in 1933: ‘He has a lot of money, we’re poor. He has influence, we don’t.’ This is a pattern that has also been employed for anti-Semitic purposes.”19

			This is not merely an unabashed trivialisation of the Nazis’ anti-Semitism, it also turns reality on its head. In the 1930s, the universities were gleichgeschaltet, or brought into conformity with, the Hitler regime’s right-wing, militarist line. Freedom of speech was abolished; Jewish, left-wing, and pacifist students were persecuted; and scholarship and research were subordinated to the regime’s war-mongering aims. If one wants to draw a parallel to the “politics at the universities in 1933”, then the exact opposite applies. Münkler is advocating war and militarism, and is trying to suppress any and all criticism.

			The arguments employed by Münkler’s defenders are utterly absurd. Students who have done nothing more than criticise their professor on a factual basis are being associated in all seriousness with terrorism, accused of censorship, and compared to the right-wing extremist Pegida. The significance of the right to freedom of speech has been transformed into its opposite. Students no longer have the right to criticise their professors, but the university has the right to suppress all criticism. It is remarkable how seamlessly the journalists from all the major newspapers embraced this line of authoritarian argumentation. Apart from a few rare exceptions, no opposition emerged within the editorial offices.

			In this context, a piece by Sebastian Kempkens for Uni-Spiegel magazine stands out. The article, which was also published on Spiegel Online, begins with a tirade of vicious insults. Baberowski is permitted to describe his critics as “idiotic” and “crazed” without comment. For his part, Kempkens claims the criticism of Baberowski and Münkler “often lacks any intellectual basis,” without citing any evidence to back this up. Although Kempkens interviewed the author of this book for over an hour, and was well-informed about the conflict at Humboldt University, nonetheless he defamed Münkler-Watch and the IYSSE as “stalkers” and ascribed demonstrably false statements to them.20

			By hurling filth at the student critics, Kempkens was pursuing a clear political agenda. He attacked press freedom and the freedom to exchange opinions at universities. Students who criticise their professors on blogs were establishing “an online pillory”. Anyone critically documenting public events was guilty of harassing the speakers. And anyone criticising the relativisation of the Nazis’ crimes was “making a mountain out of a molehill”. The criticism of Baberowski’s views does not entitle the IYSSE to write texts and hold public meetings about them, Kempkens bluntly declared. In its response, the IYSSE not only rejected Kempkens’ lies and distortions, but also explained the type of journalist in training represented by the then twenty-seven-year-old,

			Kempkens studied history and political science at Humboldt University under Herfried Münkler among others. It must have been in Münkler’s lectures that he appropriated the demeanour of Diederich Heßling in Heinrich Mann’s famous “Man of Straw”: “On the headmaster’s birthday, flowers were placed on the desk and the blackboard. Diederich actually decorated the cane.”

			The character of Heßling epitomises the authoritarian personality of the German petty-bourgeois, who proved indispensable for Wilhelmenian militarism. Thinking only of his own advancement, he internalises the power of the rulers, bows to his superiors and stamps even more brutally on those below. The fanatic adulation of the authorities is combined with fierce aggressiveness. The novel ends with a fiery war speech by Heßling, who had in fact avoided military service.

			One must possess similar characteristics to be able to distort legitimate and necessary criticisms in such a dishonest manner and smear them with filth as Kempkens does in his tract. This kind of unscrupulous and unprincipled hack work is once again required in order to impose Germany’s aggressive foreign policy.21

			It is significant that of all media outlets, it was Der Spiegel which published one of the most despicable attacks on Münkler-Watch and the IYSSE. The formerly liberal magazine has degenerated over recent years into an appendage of the government. It has incited anti-Russian agitation and equally encouraged the chauvinist campaign against the Greek population. The times during which Der Spiegel founder Rudolf Augstein went to prison to uphold press freedom, in 1962, and ultimately won out against Defence Minister Franz-Josef Strauß, are long gone. The dramatic intensification of international conflicts, the return of German militarism, and the brutal attacks on social spending across Europe have sharply polarised society. In the face of mounting opposition from the working class, the ruling elites are drawing closer together.

			The lawsuit against the Bremen student union

			The more opposition to right-wing professors in general and to Professor Baberowski in particular spread and emerged at other universities, the more the media intensified its propaganda campaign against the students. Baberowski even began suing his critics and waging targeted campaigns against them with the support of his “Right-wing Salon”.

			In November 2016, Baberowski filed for an injunction against the General Students’ Committee (AStA) of the University of Bremen, aimed at preventing it from citing and criticising him. One month prior, the student representatives had authored a leaflet citing Baberowski’s statements on refugee policy and the war on terror, and assessing them politically. The AStA called for peaceful protests against a meeting to be addressed by Baberowski organised by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS) and the Association of Christian Democratic Students (RCDS). University management subsequently said that it expected the organisers “to accept the conflict of opinions and that the student council can confront the speaker with its significant criticisms.”

			Baberowski obviously had no intention of accepting this condition. The meeting’s location was shifted to KAS facilities and critics were prevented from entering by around two dozen police officers. Baberowski also retained the Berlin-based law firm Schertz Bergmann to force the students to remove the leaflet and a subsequent press release from their website. Even though the leaflet had been distributed at the University of Bremen, and Baberowski lives and works in Berlin, the professor sued the students in the Cologne District Court, which, Der Spiegel reports, journalists regard as the harshest in the country. The injunction which he obtained there was employed immediately to intimidate other critics, including the author of these lines.

			At the same time, right-wing extremist groups and media outlets mobilised to defend Baberowski. In the national conservative magazine Cicero, Klaus-Rüdiger Mai claimed that the Bremen student union had “called into question the freedom of the University of Bremen” and “was preparing a dictatorship”.22 Vera Lengsfeld, a member of Baberowski’s “Right-wing Salon”, declared on her blog that the student union was demanding “unconditional subordination to ideological terror”, and equated the student critics to the Nazis.23 “We subsequently received dozens of letters from right-wing extremists insulting and, in some cases, threatening us,” reported Irina from the Bremen AStA.
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						The joint event of the IYSSE and the AStA at the University of Bremen, February 2, 2017

					
				

			

			Significantly, the taz, which had critically reported on Baberowski two years earlier, also joined in the right-wing agitation. In a report about a joint meeting held by the Bremen student union and the IYSSE at Bremen University, attended by hundreds of students, Karolina Mayer-Schilf claimed that the IYSSE speaker had presented all the citations from Baberowski “torn out of context”.24

			This was precisely the claim upon which Baberowski based his argument in court. Together with his attorneys, he asserted over the course of 150 pages that he was an outstanding scholar who addresses all subjects purely in a scholarly manner, and that his critics arbitrarily tore citations out of context. For example, he claimed his statements at the German Historical Museum25 were made from the standpoint of opposing war, and that while he had described attacks on refugee accommodation centres as “relatively harmless”, he had also said this was “bad enough”. The suggestion his statements were “right-wing extremist”, “glorified violence”, and “racist” were, therefore, defamations and must be banned.

			Even the Cologne District Court, which Baberowski had chosen especially, only partially accepted this absurd line of argument. Although, in its decision on March 15, 2017, it banned the student union from citing specific statements and quotations, it made unmistakably clear that Baberowski could be described as a “right-wing extremist”, because “a sufficient factual starting point for such critical comments” existed. The chamber also confirmed that this was not an example of “abusive criticism”, “because the necessary factual reference point is present.”

			The media, which had waged a propaganda campaign against the IYSSE, responded to the ruling with a hysterical tirade of lies. This was launched on March 27, 2017 by the F.A.Z., which published a piece by Heike Schmoll on the title page of its literary supplement containing conspiracy theories, whose style and diction are reminiscent of far-right fabrications. The IYSSE was financed from the United States, she lied, and had mobilised the Bremen student union and other students “effectively” against Baberowski. Schmoll’s claims that the IYSSE disrupted Baberowski’s lectures and ambushed him in his private life “like the paparazzi” were conjured up out of thin air.

			Schmoll’s fairy-tale sought to portray the right-wing extremist professor as the victim of a campaign that threatened “the university as a place of free discourse and scholarly dispute, of intellectual experiments and uncensored free speech”. Schmoll accused the IYSSE of imposing “strict censorship” on Baberowski and political scientist Herfried Münkler, and of “radically … restricting the free exchange of opinions”. In conclusion, she blamed the Trotskyist youth group for a “conformist pressure” that begins at the kindergarten, and continues throughout school and into higher education.

			Schmoll, who likes to describe herself as a member of the elite, naturally cited none of Baberowski’s statements and disproved none of the IYSSE’s arguments. Even by the standards of the F.A.Z., the article contained such an incredible number of lies and defamations that it was subsequently deleted from its website, after an intervention by the German Media Council.

			Nonetheless, management at Humboldt University published a statement of solidarity with Baberowski following Schmoll’s article. They praised him as a “brilliant scholar”, and declared “attacks in the media” on him to be “unacceptable”.26 In her article, Schmoll had demanded such a declaration, and on April 1, 2017, she reported on the statement in an article published prominently on the F.A.Z. front page.

			Other right-wing media outlets also joined in. In Cicero, Klaus-Rüdiger Mai once again accused the IYSSE of carrying out “psychological terror” at universities, intimidating professors, believing in conspiracy theories, and defending ideas that were responsible for the building of “gulags and labour camps”.27 The right-wing extremist National Zeitung accused the Trotskyist youth organisation of a “campaign of bullying” and a “witch-hunt”.

			Baberowski himself pushed this to the limit. In an interview with the conservative Springer Verlag newspaper Die Welt, published on April 10, 2017, entitled “Left-wing extremists don’t want to understand anything, but just denounce,” he insulted the IYSSE as a “small Stalinist sect, which consists of a few old men and three or four students who don’t know what they’re doing.”28

			No argument was too absurd and no lie too shabby for the major daily newspapers to pursue the twin projects of rewriting history and carrying out the ideological preparations for war, against mounting opposition from students and workers. However, the house of cards on which their arguments were based ultimately collapsed when the Court of Appeals in Cologne threw out the District Court’s ruling in its entirety.

			During the oral hearing, the presiding judge evaluated the student union’s statements not as invective, but as factually-based criticisms. Baberowski had also not been incorrectly quoted, she stressed. In the statements cited by the student union from the German Historical Museum, Baberowski had advanced the thesis that the war on terror could only be won through counter-terror. The court also judged that the statement was not ambiguous, because it could not imagine another meaning being attributed to it. Regarding the citation about arson attacks on refugee accommodation centres, she also ruled that the student union was correct. Clearly for Baberowski, the problems with immigration were more significant than those caused by the violence against refugees, said the judge. Since the student union had cited Baberowski correctly, its assessments of Baberowski as a “right-wing extremist”, “glorifying violence”, and “racist” were legitimate. In order to avoid having this written into a court ruling, Baberowski withdrew his application for an injunction, and had to bear all associated legal costs.

			Then in October 2017, Baberowski sought to obtain an injunction from the Hamburg District Court against the Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei, which, under threat of heavy financial penalties, would have prohibited the party from calling him a “falsifier of history”. However, because the SGP had presented a written defence carefully documenting the professor’s historical revisionism, the court announced it would reject the application. As a result, Baberowski withdrew this application as well, and was forced to pay all the legal costs.

			The masks fall

			After Baberowski’s legal defeats, critical voices were raised for the first time. More than three years after Baberowski’s statement that Hitler was not vicious, Mario Keßler became the first professor to openly criticise it. Baberowski’s trivialisation of Hitler was a “declaration of hostility towards basic principles of humanity”, stated Keßler in a May 2017 reader’s letter to Tagesspiegel.29 In June 2017, the renowned Bremen-based law professor Andreas Fischer-Lescano said of Baberowski in the Frankfurter Rundschau that his “scholarly Oeuvre and statements on daily politics” coalesce “into an amalgam of right-wing extremist criticism that is pervaded by historical revisionism and nationalist motives.”30

			However, Baberowski’s defeats in court and such statements failed to reduce the media attacks against his critics. They were merely now conducted more openly. Whereas up to this point, authors avoided dealing with the content of the dispute, and relied on the accusation of slander and other lies, they now increasingly sought to defend Baberowski on the basis of what he was actually saying.

			Shortly before Baberowski’s retreat in Cologne, Mariam Lau published a lengthy article in Die Zeit. She openly admitted that in Baberowski’s historical outlook, “anti-Semitism, racial hatred, historical constellations [sink] into insignificance” and concluded on this basis, “If it can happen anywhere and at any time, then Germans do not bear any special guilt. Then, the murder of the European Jews is not a unique event.”31

			Yet Lau entirely ignores the obvious parallels with Nolte’s views in the Historians’ Dispute. On the contrary, she defends Baberowski. She attempts to portray his reactionary historical falsifications as an effort to reconcile himself with his father, who served as a member of the SA (Sturmabteilung, Hitler’s storm troopers) during the war and brutally murdered American soldiers, later referring to this as “pigeon shooting”. The relativisation of the Holocaust is thus transformed by Lau into so much collateral damage, in the reconciliation of the Baberowski family.

			While Lau permits Baberowski to speak at length and paints him in soft colours, in an article that runs to over 2,000 words, she cites merely fourteen words from a ninety-minute interview she held with the author of these lines and the IYSSE spokesman at Humboldt University, Sven Wurm. At this meeting, which occurred in a student cafe near Humboldt University, Lau displayed a horrifying degree of indifference with regard to the unparalleled crimes of German imperialism. It quickly became clear that she came to the interview with firm convictions, and had no interest in conducting a serious discussion of the political and historical issues at the heart of the dispute.

			The logic of Lau’s defence of the relativisation of Nazi crimes was revealed in July 2018, when the Die Zeit author published a piece entitled, “Should we just leave it?” calling for an end to private naval rescue missions of drowning refugees in the Mediterranean. Although government rescuers had withdrawn from the Mediterranean, and many people would have drowned without the assistance of private rescuers, she demanded that they immediately halt their activities. They had “absolutely nothing to contribute”, according to Lau. She concluded by accusing the very people who risked their lives to save others of “poisoning the political climate”. Before saving people from drowning, they should consider how Italy was expected to “clothe, accommodate, and feed thousands of people”, she wrote.32 This blatant appeal to let people drown so they did not become a financial burden for Europe provoked a wave of outrage, which forced Die Zeit to issue an official apology for Lau’s article.33

			Following Baberowski’s legal defeat in Cologne, the F.A.Z. actively pursued the IYSSE. In July 2017, the group organised a meeting at the Technical University of Berlin entitled, “The Baberowski case: Oppose right-wing, militarist ideology at university”, in conjunction with the university’s student union and the Bremen AStA. This meeting attracted the attention of the F.A.Z. editor Regina Mönch. She appeared at the meeting alongside the right-wing Eastern European historian Karl Schlögel, his wife Sonja Margolina, and around ten right-wing students, who had agreed beforehand via Facebook to disrupt the meeting. Some of them had ties to the far-right Identitarian movement.34

			The group had nothing to say in opposition to the speakers’ contributions but resorted exclusively to insults and idiotic interjections. “Red-coated fascists”, “good-for-nothing”, and “character assassination” are just some examples. When Schlögel intervened, he had nothing of substance to say, but merely repeated some of the lies already advanced by the F.A.Z. against the IYSSE. When the troublemakers realised that they remained isolated and were unable to break up the meeting, they left the room en bloc.

			Two days later, Mönch published an article about the meeting on the title page of the F.A.Z. cultural supplement. The article turned reality on its head and sharply criticised the organisers. Mönch declared that both student unions were controlled by “left-wing extremist splinter groups”, which were conducting a “malicious campaign”. They understood nothing about “history as a science”, but dealt in “slanders, the distortion of concepts and conspiracy theories”. She misrepresented the attempt to disrupt the meeting as an intellectual intervention.35

			The taz also took a clear stand. In a March 3, 2018 article, published prominently on its title page and stretching over three pages, long-standing taz editor Sabine Seifert accused the IYSSE of endangering “open debate” and “freedom of speech” at universities with its criticisms of Baberowski.36 Seifert adopted the argument invariably advanced by the far right that criticism of their positions amounted to an attack on freedom of speech. Baberowski’s “analytical view of the world” was being “put on the Index”, meaning it was being banned, she asserted, without providing a shred of evidence for this abstruse claim.

			Baberowski was glorified by Seifert. She described him as a sensitive and self-critical man, who often feels misunderstood, suffers under criticism, and complains that “no discussion or disputes [take place] any longer at universities”. She enthused over his lecture about hermeneutics and history, which the “slim man with dark steel-rimmed glasses” held on a “sunny, October morning” in an old lecture theatre steeped in the “spirit of Humboldt,” … “who awakened the slumbering ideal of pure education.” “Jörg Baberowski’s sentences are clear, understandable, beautiful. They are sentences to be written down, sentences that provoke something,” gushed the taz author.

			Seifert ultimately left no doubt about the fact that this also applied to Baberowski’s statements about refugees and the Holocaust, and that she is fascinated by his right-wing extremist positions. She said, “Left, liberal, or conservative, none of this means anything to him anymore. Don’t many people feel this way? That political certainties and attachments are disappearing, particularly given the moral consolidation of a new or Identitarian right?”

			The IYSSE replied in an open letter to the taz,

			Seifert does not explain what is moral about the New Right and why political certainties are dissolving. But she is obviously speaking here on behalf of people who, confronted with the electoral successes of the AfD, are reorienting their political compasses far to the right and throwing their old political convictions overboard. In this, the taz is aligning itself with the most right-wing political tendencies. In 1968, the right-wing Springer press agitated against students who held right-wing professors to account. Fifty years later, the taz attacks students who criticise a right-wing extremist professor—and this under conditions where the AfD is in parliament and the grand coalition is embracing its xenophobic refugee policy.37

			The taz refused to publish this reader’s letter. Instead, Edith Kresta defended Seifert in a comment piece and spoke out against the stigmatising of xenophobic prejudices. In an absurd thought experiment, Kresta sought to present criticism of a right-wing professor who agitates against refugees and trivialises the Nazis’ crimes, as a form of hyper-sensitive political correctness, which placed “morals before analysis” and was based on “tunnel vision”. She indirectly accused Baberowski’s critics of “moral sectarianism” and “simple truths”.38

			Both Kresta and Seifert were born in the 1950s and reached political maturity shortly after 1968. They came to the taz in the late 1970s or early 1980s. At the time, the taz was already the central organ of the section of the 1968 movement that had gathered in the Greens and spoke for very privileged sections of the middle class. Like the Greens, the taz also shifted sharply to the right. By the time the Greens entered the federal government in 1998 at the latest, the taz had become a driving force of German militarism. It took the lead, when it came to justifying German military interventions in Serbia or Afghanistan, with arguments about human rights or preventing another Auschwitz. With regard to Libya, Syria, and Ukraine, the taz attacked the government from the right, because it was not intervening aggressively enough.

			The logic of these politics is now driving taz to adopt, ever more openly, far-right positions. It no longer even attempts to make a verbal commitment to humanism or human rights.
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			The Silence of the Professoriate

			Whenever the IYSSE has cited Baberowski’s statements about Hitler or the war on terror at meetings or during discussions, students, and above all workers, have reacted with horror. They were shocked by the blatant falsification of history and the extent of the brutality. An incredulous, “He teaches at a German university?” was the most frequent response, followed by the question of what could be done about it. The professors reacted entirely differently. They either maintained a cowardly silence or attacked Baberowski’s critics. For over three years, not a single professor in all of Germany publicly criticised the statement, “Hitler was not vicious”, which appeared in the country’s largest circulation news magazine. This deafening silence was a precondition for the far right to intervene so aggressively in political life today.

			Historical lines

			The professors thus placed themselves in the tradition of the humanities scholars at the turn of the twentieth century, whose conceptions were dominated by right-wing ideology and elitist snobbery. Historian Fritz K. Ringer described this reactionary orientation of the universities, which was particularly pronounced in Germany, as “Mandarinist”, a reference to imperial officials in China, and identified it as a key factor in the subsequent, self-imposed silent conformity (Selbstgleichschaltung) under the Nazis.1 Leon Trotsky characterised the professors’ adaptation to the Nazis in 1933, writing,

			The immense poverty of National Socialist philosophy did not, of course, hinder the academic sciences from entering Hitler’s wake with all sails unfurled, once his victory was sufficiently plain. For the majority of the professorial rabble, the years of the Weimar regime were periods of riot and alarm. Historians, economists, jurists, and philosophers were lost in guesswork as to which of the contending criteria of truth was right, that is, which of the camps would turn out in the end the master of the situation. The fascist dictatorship eliminates the doubts of the Fausts and the vacillations of the Hamlets of the university rostrums. Coming out of the twilight of parliamentary relativity, knowledge once again enters into the kingdom of absolutes. Einstein has been obliged to pitch his tent outside the boundaries of Germany.2

			In his 1984 essay “The ‘Self-imposed Conformity’ of the Universities 1933”, Bruno Reimann also came to the conclusion that Nazism was not merely externally imposed on the universities as a form of politically violent discipline. In fact, it found manifold political, ideological, social, and scientific-theoretical schools of thought with which it had much in common.3

			In his 1946 study “Hitler’s Professors”, Max Weinreich documented how leading German scholars prepared, ideologically justified, and even in some cases actively implemented the mass murder of European Jews by the Nazis. Weinreich’s study showed that an entire layer of intellectuals worked in the service of German imperialism, and therefore bore joint responsibility for the greatest crimes in human history. He also stressed that practically all academic disciplines were involved, from physical anthropology to biology, all areas of the social sciences and humanities, up to the engineers who built the gas chambers and crematoriums.4

			In the immediate aftermath of the war, the universities sought to conceal and ideologically justify this collaboration with the Nazis. Hitler was portrayed as a kind of historical accident, who had nothing to do with the traditional policies of the German ruling elites. Only the closest circle of leaders around Hitler were responsible for the Nazis’ crimes, they argued. They often repeated the same Nazi propaganda used to defend war criminals at the Nuremberg Trials. For example, they claimed that the attack on the Soviet Union had a preventative character, because Stalin had been preparing for war with Germany. Crimes had been committed on all sides in this war, so the argument continued, especially by the Red Army.

			The reason for the continuity of these arguments was bound up with the continuity of the post-war personnel. Professors, officials, judges, doctors, business leaders and politicians were recruited from the ranks of old Nazis.

			The examination of the Nazis’ crimes only began in the 1960s, with the 1961 trial of Adolf Eichmann, the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials of 1963–1965, and the work of historian Fritz Fischer.5 The comprehensive scholarly research made it impossible for the far-right cliques to uphold their reactionary theses. The student revolts of 1968, and the strengthening of the workers movement in particular, forced the Nazi defenders onto the back foot. As a result of educational reforms, working class youth gained access to the universities for the first time, fatally undermining their elitism. The existence of the Soviet Union and Germany’s partition also imposed strict limits on the revanchists and nationalists.

			As late as the 1980s, the attempt by Ernst Nolte and other right-wing historians to rehabilitate the old Nazi myth of a defensive war provoked a wave of outrage, which triggered the “Historians’ Dispute” in 1986. However, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Germany’s reunification, and the orgy of enrichment in the 1990s, the atmosphere among the intellectual elites changed radically. The formerly “left” and liberal intellectuals gave up the ghost or switched sides, and the militarists, neo-Nazis and fascists gained a new lease on life. The publication of the Black Book of Communism in 1997 by ex-Maoist Stéphane Courtois, and the closure of the “Wehrmacht exhibition” two years later by its Hamburg patron Jan Philipp Reemtsma were milestones in this process. Reemtsma had initially funded the exhibition, which documented the crimes of Hitler’s Wehrmacht, through his Hamburg Institute for Social Research, only to later shut it down on the basis of groundless accusations made by the historical revisionist Bogdan Musial.6

			One of the protagonists in the Historians’ Dispute, Jürgen Habermas, who had advanced only weak arguments against Nolte in the 1980s, has ever since travelled continually to the right. In 1999, he justified Germany’s first foreign military intervention since the end of the Second World War with the argument that Germany’s history meant it was obliged to wage war on Serbia.7

			Hans-Ulrich Wehler, who had initiated the Historians’ Dispute and had provided some of the most powerful historical arguments against Nolte, died in July 2014 as a defender of Thilo Sarrazin and his xenophobic and racist theses. Hans Mommsen, who in the 1980s had explained the fundamental social difference between the Stalinist Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, wrote a foreword for a revisionist work by Baberowski and Doering-Manteuffel, which he warmly praised.8

			In this way, an ideological climate characterised by the absence of any principles was created, which paved the way for the right-wingers. The case of Baberowski shows just how far Germany’s professoriate has degenerated. It no longer feels any inhibitions about returning to its darkest traditions.

			Attacks on student critics

			The professors at Humboldt University’s Department of History saw no reason to take a stand against Baberowski’s invitation to the historical falsifier Robert Service: not against his positive remarks about Hitler, nor his denial of the planned character of Germany’s war of annihilation, nor his agitation against refugees. They were only roused into action after the IYSSE documented and criticised Baberowski’s right-wing positions online, in leaflets, and at public meetings. Then they vehemently attacked the IYSSE.

			In an official statement by the Department of History in November 2014, Peter Burschel accused the SGP and IYSSE of defaming Baberowski as a “‘right-wing’ historian”. This went far beyond “the bounds of a legitimate dispute” and represented an attack on “constitutionally-protected academic freedom”. The statement concluded with a call to staff and students at Humboldt University to oppose the IYSSE and expressed disappointment that the group was able to obtain rooms at the university.9

			The previously cited statement10 by Humboldt University’s then president, Jan-Hendrik Olbertz, was also signed by members of the Department of History, including Professors Hannes Grandits, Michael Wildt, Johannes Helmrath, and Thomas Sandkühler, all of whom would later repeatedly emerge as defenders of Baberowski. The signatories declared their solidarity with the right-wing extremist professor and rejected “in the strongest possible terms the attempt to call Jörg Baberowski’s reputation into question”. They accused the IYSSE of “the most despicable defamations” and a “campaign of character assassination”, because the IYSSE had accused him of “rehabilitating Hitler” and “trivialising the crimes of the Second World War”.11

			The absurdity of the claim that a professor’s freedom of speech was being restricted because students criticised him, while the students’ freedom of speech was not being restricted when the faculty published threatening statements, has already been dealt with at length. The accusation that the IYSSE had torn Baberowski’s citations out of context has since been refuted in the courts, as has the claim that the ideologue, who enjoys disproportionate and prominent media coverage, is a scholar conducting his work in the ivory tower of the academy.

			The underhand way some of the professors have attacked their students is remarkable. None of Baberowski’s defenders have answered the IYSSE’s arguments or sought to disprove them. Even when the SGP and IYSSE carefully documented their criticisms in the book Wissenschaft oder Kriegspropaganda? (Scholarship or War Propaganda?),12 they did not dispute the details. Instead, the professors resorted to ever new insults.

			Professor Thomas Sandkühler, who teaches the subject of Didactics at Humboldt University’s Department of History, published angry statements against the IYSSE on his course’s Moodle page, which is supposed to be reserved for academic information. He insulted the group as “rat catchers”, and claimed that an anti-war leaflet distributed at the beginning of the semester was a “collection of insolence, insinuations, and distortions, all aimed at silencing Professor Baberowski”. He also accused the IYSSE of conducting a “character assassination campaign”. He provided no evidence for these slanders. He subsequently falsely claimed that the IYSSE was not a “student organisation”. In fact, the IYSSE had four elected representatives in the student parliament at the time, two of whom studied in Sandkühler’s department, as he very well knew. The false accusations were aimed at intimidating students and preventing them from studying the content of the IYSSE’s critique.

			The IYSSE responded to Sandkühler’s insults in a lengthy, factual letter in which the group proved in each case how Baberowski agitated against refugees, justified violence, and, above all, trivialised the Nazis’ crimes.13 The letter acknowledged that Sandkühler is not a partisan of the far right and advocates different positions to Baberowski. In his biography of Hitler for young people, Sandkühler described Hitler’s policies as “not merely vicious, but also extremely cowardly”.14 He also stated that the “broad outline of the war of plunder and annihilation” was already in place by early 1941.15 As late as 2000, he criticised Ernst Nolte, and said “he had ostracised himself by insisting upon making statements relativising National Socialism, which lacked any empirical basis.”16

			Sandkühler’s actions against the IYSSE were thus all the more wretched. The professor merely answered the IYSSE’s letter of several pages in a few sentences, writing, “I have no inclination to comply with your demand that I remove my statement. That you find it ‘shameful’ is your problem. Your campaign is repugnant to me; your actions are outrageous, period.” The IYSSE replied,

			Mr. Sandkühler’s reply is a declaration of intellectual bankruptcy and speaks volumes about the state of the Institute of History at Humboldt University. As students at the institute and elected student representatives, we protested against an insulting declaration, exposed outrageous lies about the IYSSE, and, above all, raised very serious political and historical questions. In the course of six pages, we presented and documented in detail how Mr. Baberowski has downplayed Nazi crimes and agitated against refugees.

			Mr. Sandkühler does not consider himself able to deal with the content of even one of these issues, or to challenge even one of our arguments. He does not deem it necessary to apologise for his obvious lies. This is not only pathetic, but reflects his authoritarian predilections.

			The letter exposes a deep contempt for democratic rights and a free university. Mr. Sandkühler believes he has the right as a professor to use the university’s official study platform to spread insults and lies about critical students in his own institute. When students call him to account for this and justify their criticisms in detail, he describes such actions as “outrageous, period.” Is it now once again “outrageous” to criticise far-right positions advanced by professors? Is a response to students of “period” sufficient?17

			In conclusion, the IYSSE noted that it was precisely such subservient attitudes that had enabled the universities’ integration into the machinery of the First World War and Hitler’s National Socialism. In this case too, not a single professor took a critical stand against Sandkühler or Baberowski.

			Scholarship and politics

			Michael Wildt and Hannes Grandits were two more professors who backed the statements by Professor Burschel and former HU President Olbertz. Wildt teaches German history, has written important studies on the Nazis, and has repeatedly criticised contemporary right-wing movements. In his 2017 essay, “The people, the ethnic community, AfD,” (Volk, Volksgemeinschaft, AfD) he wrote in summary, “Anyone who continues after 1945 to operate with the ‘ethnic community’, like the AfD and other right-wing groups, ultimately always winds up in intellectual proximity to the Nazis.”18 Grandits teaches Southeast European history at HU.

			After Wildt and Grandits accused the IYSSE of “character assassination” and “defamation”, and called on students to oppose the IYSSE, they attended a public meeting held by the Trotskyist group at Humboldt University on January 6, 2016. The subject of the meeting was Baberowski’s recently-published book Räume der Gewalt (Spaces of Violence). In a detailed lecture, the author of these lines demonstrated how Baberowski justified social inequality and oppression, and drew on the reactionary traditions of national conservative theoreticians in the Weimar Republic.19 After the lecture, a student called on both professors to state their views on the right-wing positions being spread from their own institute.

			Both professors spoke several times and in detail, but despite repeatedly being asked, refused to take a position on the questions posed. Even when a student directly asked the professors what they thought of the assertion that Hitler was not vicious and the statement that the war of annihilation was imposed upon the Nazis, they remained silent. Instead, they sought to portray Baberowski’s book as a scholarly work, which had neither connections to conservative thought nor to current political issues.

			“I also think that you have interpreted the book chiefly in a political context and ignored the fact that it provides a scholarly discussion about violence,” stated Wildt. “To read the book politically and see it as part of a political argument for war, is something I can’t discern in the book.” Without referring to a single citation presented in the lecture, he also claimed that he could identify no argument for a police state. It merely concerned a scholarly debate on the origins of violence.

			In the course of the discussion, many participants dealt with Wildt’s argument. They stressed that in Germany of all places, every social scientist must be aware of the political dimension of their positions. Baberowski’s work, which entirely lacked any scholarly methodology, could not be separated from his political agenda. Baberowski had repeatedly made this clear, and viewed Spaces of Violence from the outset as an explicitly political contribution. He used the first interview in the F.A.Z. promoting his book to agitate against refugees.20 In subsequent interviews on Spaces of Violence, he demanded that terrorists be fought according to the principle of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”, and criticised the Chancellor for her allegedly too “tearful” and lax handling of refugees.21
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						The event in January 2016, in which Wildt and Grandits participated

					
				

			

			A few days after the meeting, journalist Alan Posener pointed out in Die Welt the close connection between Baberowski’s theory of violence and his trivialisation of the Nazis’ crimes. He based himself on the same citations that had previously been quoted at the meeting at the HU. “When they [the German soldiers] were then ‘involved in a murderous war against partisans’, they had ‘no option but to adopt the methods of combat of the partisans’,” cited Posener, before commenting,

			Could it be that cause and effect, the war of annihilation and the partisan war, were mixed up? There was a time when such a downplaying of the role of anti-Semitism in the Holocaust would have been a scandal in Germany. The country has gone to the dogs intellectually to such an extent that Baberowski is being applauded.22

			Posener thus touched the sore point that had become so obvious during the professors’ contributions at the IYSSE meeting. In the Historians’ Dispute, the connection between ignorant and reactionary theories of violence, like those of Baberowski, and the relativisation of the Nazis’ crimes were still passionately debated. As Hans Mommsen wrote in 1986 in the “Letters for German and International Politics” (Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik), the revisionists referred to a “conditio humana” of violence as a basic human characteristic,

			... to classify as unrealistic “optimists” those who draw out of the National-Socialist experience the obligation to alter the societal foundations that contributed to making the Holocaust possible. Realistic thinkers are satisfied with the insight “that the genocide which he (Hitler) set in motion was not the first and will not be the last” as if, after the experience of incomprehensible horror, a transition could be made to the international world-historical agenda.23

			Today, these insights are even foreign to professors who, like Wildt, are engaged in critically examining the history of the Nazis. This was made even clearer by the arguments of Hannes Grandits, who justified his defence of Baberowski by saying that one must not read the book politically, but scholarly. He attacked the speaker in particular for linking Baberowski to conservative authors in the Weimar Republic, like Carl Schmitt and Arthur Moeller van den Bruck. None of these names appear in the bibliography of Baberowski’s book, so there could therefore be no connection, asserted Grandits.

			Baberowski has since left no doubt about the tradition he follows. As has already been noted, shortly after the January 2016 IYSSE meeting, he held a lecture to honour Carl Schmitt, and explicitly based himself on Schmitt’s anti-democratic conceptions. Then in July 2017, he referred positively to the concept of conservatism developed in the post-war period by Armin Mohler, who had sought after the war to rehabilitate Schmitt, van den Bruck, and other authors as thinkers of a “conservative revolution.”24

			At the end of the IYSSE meeting at HU, with regard to the positions that had been raised, the speaker stated,

			I thought this evening was very interesting. It has become clear what I wanted to explain in my contribution: if you want to fight against war, if you want to fight social inequality, if you want to fight for a future, if you don’t want to accept unemployment, war, and dictatorship, then we need a socialist perspective. We can’t afford to rely on the professoriate, which deals in pettifogging and abstract concepts, but must instead orient to the working class. This is the social force that can bring about a change. But for that to happen, we must wage these ideological struggles, and on the highest theoretical level. We have to combat the professors and their unscientific approach. We also have to expose the agenda they are pursuing, and how they conceal it behind empty concepts.

			This was confirmed when Wildt and Grandits also signed the subsequent statement against the IYSSE issued by HU president Sabine Kunst in 2017. It linked the IYSSE to “violence and extremism”, and declared “criticism in the media” of Baberowski to be “unacceptable”. At the meeting, Wildt and Grandits had declared they would defend the IYSSE’s right to criticise Baberowski’s political and academic positions, and to hold meetings on these topics at the HU.

			In October 2016, Wildt and Baberowski held a joint conference entitled “Dictatorships as alternative forms of order” where, among other things, the benefits of dictatorial regimes were discussed. The gathering served as the prelude to an “interdisciplinary association for comparative research on dictatorships” involving both professors. At the conference, Baberowski employed the arguments of Carl Schmitt and stated that democracy was not “the only correct model”. Wildt provided the dictatorship conference with a liberal fig leaf by gently criticising these statements, and describing the reference to Schmitt as problematic, because he was “much more of a participant than an analyst”.

			The ideological foundations

			The professors’ spinelessness is conditioned alternately by the irrationalist and postmodernist theories that have become increasingly dominant at the universities since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, at the latest. The rejection of both objective scientific standards and the striving for truth has undermined the intellectual defences against historical falsification, and paved the way for right-wing ideology. In a lecture delivered in March 2015 at the Leipzig Book Fair, David North accurately summarised the reactionary essence of postmodernist thought,

			In this period of extreme social contradictions, the determination of historical truth has been vastly complicated by the emergence of retrograde and extremely dangerous tendencies in bourgeois intellectual life. Lying about history and politics did not begin in the twentieth century. But it is only in recent decades, with the emergence of postmodernism as the dominant tendency in the intellectual life of universities throughout the world, that there has been such a determined effort to justify intellectually, on the basis of philosophy, the obliteration of the distinction between truth and lies, and thereby to legitimize the falsification of history. It is for this reason that The Russian Revolution and the Unfinished Twentieth Century deals at considerable length with postmodernist theory, whose origins and evolution are theoretically based on subjective idealist irrationalism, politically motivated by hostility to socialism, and socially rooted in the material interests of the ruling class and affluent sections of the middle class.25

			While postmodernist theories were initially presented with liberal, and at times, anti-totalitarian aspirations, their reactionary essence has become ever clearer as social tensions have intensified. It is no accident that in Germany, Jörg Baberowski is one of the most important representatives of a postmodernist theory of history. He bases himself on the irrationalist positions of Michel Foucault, Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer, and pushes them to the limit. “Because there is no reality beyond the consciousness which produces it,” writes Baberowski. “We must liberate ourselves from the idea that one can learn what the Russian Revolution was really like by reconstructing the events explained in documents.”26 And elsewhere, he adds,

			But the existence of facts is linked to observations, and they are proven to be true when others confirm what one has observed. Truths are based on agreements between people ... What is called “objective knowledge” is, upon closer inspection, nothing more than an inter-subjective knowledge based on hypotheses. Truth is what I and others deem to be true and what others confirm as truth.27

			It therefore follows that if the Holocaust deniers Günter Deckert and Horst Mahler agree that Auschwitz never existed, this is a truth that is equally as valid as other truths. In a text from 2014, Baberowski went so far as to deny any causal relationship between events,

			One can only explain current events historically. This sentence is not only considered true by historians. It has become self-evident to us. However, what happened in the past is not the source of the behaviour of the descendants. We don’t even know if and how an event took place. Because life is not a series of events which are causally connected with each other. It is composed of distinct moments.28

			Based on this irrationalist theory of knowledge, Baberowski develops a very explicit conception about what the job of historical science is. “Science can do nothing more than make the presented material plausible and internally consistent. The scientific character of the narrative consists in it fulfilling the premises it has set for itself.”29

			It would be virtually impossible to formulate an ideological approach to an object more explicitly. The scientific arsenal is not here aiming to uncover facts through critical analysis, but to give plausibility to what has already been presented. For Baberowski, it is irrelevant whether or not it is a lie that is to be presented as plausible. All that matters is that the author satisfies his own premises. In his March 2015 Leipzig lecture, North described this ideology of lies as an expression of the decline of capitalist society:

			It was during the twentieth century that the “Big Lie” emerged as a well-known instrument of mass politics, employed by the forces of political reaction to disorient the people, undermine their critical faculties and lower their powers of resistance. The struggle against the “Big Lie,” which today assumes the form of systematic falsification of the history of the twentieth century, is an essential element of the growing progressive struggle of mankind against a crisis-ridden capitalist system, which is as bankrupt intellectually as it is politically and economically. A system whose survival depends upon lies is doomed.30

			The right-wing offensive

			In this sense, the turn of the ruling class to war and dictatorship is expressed at the universities in irrational and right-wing ideologies. Although Baberowski is a central figure in this, he is by no means unique.

			Thomas Rauscher, a professor of international civil law in Leipzig, regularly circulates racist and xenophobic statements on Twitter. He wrote on January 11, 2016, “Things that don’t belong together can’t be joined together. Europe for the Europeans! Africa for the Africans! Arabia for the Arabs.” Twelve days earlier, he had urged the launching of a cultural struggle against dark-skinned people. “It is natural to resist if one’s own culture is threatened with collapse. The ‘white man’s fear’ should be ready to defend itself!” In November 2017, with reference to a right-wing extremist march in Poland, he stated, “‘A white Europe of fraternal nations’. For me, that’s a wonderful goal!”

			Students protested strongly against the right-wing extremist. Thousands gathered on the university campus for a rally, while 18,000 students signed a petition demanding the resignation of the right-wing extremist professor.

			By contrast, the government and university backed Rauscher, declaring that his statements were protected as free speech. A review had confirmed that the publicised statements were covered by the constitutionally-protected right to freedom of speech, stated Andreas Friedrich, a spokesman for the SPD-led Ministry of Science and Art (SMWK) in Saxony. The University of Leipzig management made clear it would support the CDU/SPD state government’s position. “As a cosmopolitan institution of higher education, we must uphold freedom of speech, even when the opinions are not to our liking. But where does freedom of speech end and misanthrophy begin? This line is difficult to find,” stated university chancellor Birgit Dräger.31

			Professor Werner Patzelt, who teaches political science at the Technological University in Dresden, also has nothing to fear from university management. He repeatedly defends right-wing extremist participants at Pegida rallies and attacks counter-protesters, describing them as “hysterical”, and engaged in “the cultivation of bogeymen”. “Mr. Patzelt is more of a political actor than a scholar in the entire Pegida debate,” wrote students in a leaflet, which they distributed on campus in January 2015.

			The AfD parliamentary deputy Marc Jongen was a lecturer at the College of Arts and Design in Karlsruhe until his election to the federal parliament in September 2017. Based on Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Carl Schmitt, he is working on a philosophical programme for the right-wing extremist party. He too was the target of mass protests, but no consequences followed.

			Like Baberowski, these other professors can rely on backing from high places. Hardly any opposition has emerged among the professoriate, which has only made the opposition among students all the greater.
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			The Cartel of Parliamentary Politics

			The general shift to the right among the ruling elites finds its sharpest expression in the parliamentary parties. As it implements AfD policies, the Grand Coalition government can rely on a loyal opposition. Just as formerly liberal and “left” academics and journalists ignore or back right-wing propaganda, so among leading members and functionaries of the major parties, there is no opposition to the rightward lurch.

			The defence of historical falsification

			The previous chapters have already shown how figures from all parties represented in the federal parliament were involved in spreading historical falsifications and right-wing ideology at Humboldt University. In his youth, Münkler was a member of the Social Democratic Youth (JuSos) and still advises SPD politicians today. Baberowski could rely on the CDU politician Jan-Hendrik Olbertz, as well as his SPD successor as Humboldt University president, Sabine Kunst. The SPD-Left Party-Green government in the state of Berlin also took no action against the historical revisionism and attacks on democratic rights at HU.

			The AfD openly agitates against student critics. On May 17, 2018, the AfD parliamentary group submitted a written parliamentary question to the federal government in which, among other things, they referred to the criticism of Professors Münkler and Baberowski by students.1 In response to the AfD’s question, which asked the federal government whether, in this context, it saw a “threat to academic freedom”, the government answered in the negative, but made clear that it defends the positions of the right-wing professors.2

			Sections of the Left Party and Greens also back the right-wing professors. Alongside the taz, the house organ of the Greens, the Left Party’s newspaper, Neues Deutschland, has repeatedly come to Baberowski’s defence. The paper published a laudatory review of his book Verbrannte Erde (Scorched Earth), in which they described the professor as a “keen investigator of archives that have finally been opened”, who had “uncovered the criminal nature of Stalin’s psyche.”3 Baberowski’s revisionist positions are not even mentioned in the article. The same applies to book reviews by the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation and parliamentary deputy Halina Wawzyniak.4

			In 2015, Evrim Sommer, who is now a member of parliament for the Left Party, invited Baberowski to a discussion in her Berlin-Lichtenberg electoral constituency, and excluded from the meeting everyone she suspected of planning to pose critical questions. She gave her explicit backing to Baberowski, and attacked his student critics at Humboldt University.

			All of the party-aligned foundations have either collaborated with Baberowski and other right-wing extremist professors, invited them to conferences, or applauded their publications.

			The political parties march to the right

			This support for right-wing ideology and historical falsification is part of the political march of all parties to the right. The AfD is only capable of intervening so aggressively, and the grand coalition is only able to implement AfD policies without any resistance, because there is no real opposition in parliament. The widespread opposition to war and fascism finds no expression in the federal parliament.

			The Greens, a party of the prosperous middle-class layers, are ready to govern the country in alliance with the CDU and the Free Democratic Party (FDP). After the last federal election, the previously agreed upon “Jamaica coalition” (between the CDU/CSU, the Greens, and the FDP, named after the constituent parties’ colours) only collapsed due to the FDP’s withdrawal. In the states of Baden-Württemberg, Hesse, Schleswig-Holstein, and Saxony-Anhalt, the Greens already govern in coalitions with the CDU, and are pursuing aggressive policies to strengthen the repressive state apparatus and whip up xenophobia. When it comes to legitimising brutal wars of aggression in the name of human rights, the former pacifists refuse to be outdone by anyone.

			In 1998, with their entry into the Social Democratic-Green Party federal coalition government, the Greens paved the way for Germany’s first foreign military intervention since the end of the Second World War, in Yugoslavia. They also advocated German military participation in the 2011 Libyan war and in the Syrian conflict. In 2014, they actively supported the Maidan coup in Ukraine, and accused the German government of being too soft towards Russia.

			The Greens endorse the European Union, the construction of a European army, and the European plans of French President Emmanuel Macron, who is seeking to realise his “vision for Europe” by means of a permanent state of emergency and deep-going labour market reforms. They are among the loudest advocates of censorship measures aimed at suppressing freedom of speech on the internet, in the name of combatting “fake news”.

			Confronted by mounting global and social tensions, the Greens, and the affluent urban petty-bourgeoisie for whom they speak, are shifting ever closer to the state as a means of defending their privileged position. In May 2018, former Green Party Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer spoke out in favour of Germany adopting a massive rearmament programme. “This is about us: for years we have invested too little in our own security,” he stated, and described the state of the German army as “pathetic”.5

			The Left Party is also represented in three state governments. Since 2014, Bodo Ramelow has held the position of Minister President in the state of Thuringia. Like the Greens, the Left Party is implicated in maintaining and strengthening the repressive machinery of camps and deportations for refugees, and imposes brutal social spending cuts. Nowhere else were such brutal spending cuts imposed as in Berlin, which was governed by an SPD-Left Party coalition. In 2017, Thuringia had the second-highest deportation quota of all German states.

			The Left Party emerged out of the Stalinist state party in the former East German Democratic Republic (GDR or Deutsche Demokratische Republik), where it brutally suppressed the working class and organised the reintroduction of capitalism in 1990. In 2007, the party merged with the WASG (Arbeit und soziale Gerechtigkeit—Die Wahlalternative, Electoral Alternative for Labour and Social Justice), which was composed of former SPD officials and trade union bureaucrats. The party was always hostile to the interests of the workers, and represents the interests of privileged layers.

			Like the Greens, the Left Party supports the return of German militarism. In November 2017, Left Party parliamentary group leader Dietmar Bartsch endorsed a widely-cited keynote address on foreign policy given by the then Social Democratic Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel at the Körber Foundation’s foreign policy forum in Berlin. Bartsch told public broadcaster ARD at its studio in Berlin, “I explicitly welcome Germany adopting a new course in its US policy. It is high time that the subservience towards the United States ends, that a confident Germany wants to play a role on the world stage and within Europe … So to be crystal clear, we support Sigmar Gabriel and would hope that this will soon be government policy.”6

			After Gabriel declared in a speech to the Munich Security Conference in February 2018 that Germany had to become a “carnivore” in foreign policy, Stefan Liebich, the Left Party’s representative on the parliamentary foreign affairs committee, spoke in similar terms. “It is long overdue, I say that honestly, and our party has long advocated this,” Liebich said on the political talkshow “Unter den Linden”.7

			From the outset, the Left Party supported the Syrian war, and defended the geostrategic and economic interests of German imperialism. Prior to the launching of Germany’s military intervention in December 2015, the Left Party supported the pro-imperialist Syrian opposition, and spoke out loudly in favour of a more aggressive German intervention. In April 2014, several Left Party parliamentary deputies, including Bartsch, voted in favour of sending a German navy frigate to the Mediterranean to destroy alleged Syrian chemical weapons. Then, in October 2014, fourteen leading Left Party politicians published a statement entitled “Save Kobani!” which urged the government to launch a military intervention against the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq.

			Both the Greens and the Left Party demand a major strengthening of the police. As Dietmar Bartsch declared during a debate on ZDF television involving the smaller parties during the federal election campaign, “The key question on the subject of internal security” was “the equipping of the police”. Since 1998, “a total of 18,000 police posts have been cut … That is a large deficit.” The judiciary also needed to be better equipped in terms of personnel and material resources, he added, and existing laws applied more strictly. On behalf of the Greens, Katrin Göring-Eckhardt said during the same programme that she was “very much in favour of recognising the police”, and also called for more police officers.8

			The clearest expression of the rightward shift is the xenophobic tendencies growing in all parties. Following the 2017 federal election, Green mayor of Tübingen Boris Palmer boasted on broadcaster Deutschlandfunk that he had received a lot of support in his party for his book, Wir können nicht alle helfen (We can’t help everyone) and other right-wing theses.9 As early as January 2016, Left Party parliamentary group leader Sahra Wagenknecht spoke out against the right to asylum, stating, “Whoever abuses their rights as a guest has forfeited their right to be a guest.” This was a “very firm position for the Left Party”,10 she added, for which she was applauded by AfD leader Alexander Gauland.

			Wagenknecht has since initiated the #Aufstehen-Kampagne (#StandUp-campaign), aimed at securing a majority for an SPD-Left Party-Green government, while not explicitly excluding members of the CDU or the AfD. In the style of the far-right, she tries to blame refugees for the horrific consequences of social policy, for which the Left Party also bears responsibility at state level. Central to Wagenknecht’s initiative is the agitation against refugees, the promotion of nationalism, and the call for German independence. Wagenknecht is thereby treading the same path as many other supposedly left-wing tendencies, which have increasingly embraced the rhetoric of the far-right. In Greece, the Syriza government, in coalition with the right-wing extremist Independent Greeks, has declared war on refugees, while simultaneously implementing the EU’s brutal austerity dictates.

			The various pseudo-left groups, who operate within and around the Left Party, have also joined in the march to the right. In June 2018, Sascha Stanicic, federal spokesperson for Socialist Alternative (SAV), the German section of the Committee for a Workers International, explicitly rejected the demand for open borders, declaring that this could not be the case “under capitalism”, but “only in a socialist world”. This means “that the formulation, in the sense of a demand, is not at all helpful”.11 Christine Buchholz, a member of Marx21, the German affiliate of the state-capitalist International Socialist Tendency, sits on the parliamentary defence committee and is thus directly integrated into militarist policies. Both SAV and Marx21 have representatives on the Left Party’s executive.

			The trade unions, too, support the federal government’s right-wing policies. At the SPD’s extraordinary party congress in January 2018, German Trade Union Confederation (DGB) chief Reiner Hoffmann explicitly called for a continuation of the grand coalition with the CDU and CSU, saying the coalition agreement represented “substantially more for employees” and was “a real cracker”.12 In February 2013, the then DGB head Michael Sommer and leaders of the eight constituent unions met with Defence Minister Thomas de Maizière (CDU) to show their solidarity with the armed forces. There were “many common issues” about which representatives from the unions and military could discuss, Sommer subsequently stated. Everything must be done “to equip the soldiers adequately and protect them”. Moreover, soldiers “deserved protection and respect”.

			Meanwhile, the unions have opened their arms to the AfD. The day before the SPD extraordinary congress in January 2018, the head of IG Metall in eastern Saxony, Jan Otto, explicitly welcomed AfD parliamentary deputy Tino Chrupalla to a union demonstration in Görlitz, because, as Otto put it, “all parties here stand together.” Otto is also a member of the SPD’s district executive in the eastern city of Bautzen. When the World Socialist Web Site reported in March 2017 that the IG Metall had allowed the AfD to join a march in Görlitz, Otto called the WSWS editorial office to try to prevent publication of the article. At the time, Otto claimed, the union was unaware of the AfD’s activities. Ten months later, he openly welcomed the AfD from the speakers’ platform, and declared that they stood side by side with the union. No opposition emerged to these actions within the trade union.13

			The unions’ orientation to the grand coalition and to the AfD underscores the anti-working class character of these bureaucracies, which no longer have anything to do with the interests of the workers. The unions are prepared to implement militarist policies and attacks on the working class with the most ruthless methods.
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			The State Apparatus and the Secret Service

			With the declining influence of the establishment parties, which provide no expression to the widespread opposition to war and social spending cuts, the authoritarian tendencies within the state apparatus are growing. It is no accident that the right-wing professors maintain close ties to the state apparatus.

			Humboldt University (HU) professor Jörg Baberowski has written for the Military History Research Office (MGFA), which in 2013 became the Centre for Military History and Social Sciences of the Armed Forces (ZMSBw). He authored two publications, intended “as operational orientation” for German soldiers.1 A picture on the MGFA website2 shows Baberowski alongside lieutenant colonel Burkhard Köster. The pair presented an MGFA volume on the Balkans in June 2009 at the Foreign Ministry. HU professor Herfried Münkler is a member of the Clausewitz Society, a militarist association of current and former officers from the general staff and admiralty. He also sits on the advisory council of the Federal Academy for Security Policy, which is under the direct control of the Federal Security Council. Historian Sönke Neitzel is also a member of the Clausewitz Society. He leads the armed forces programme “War and Conflict Studies” at Potsdam University.

			The deep state and right-wing extremism

			For their part, the police, army, and intelligence agencies are closely tied in with the right-wing extremist scene. In August 2018, when marauding gangs of neo-Nazis rampaged through Chemnitz, hunted down foreigners, attacked political opponents, and invaded a Jewish restaurant, Hans-Georg Maaßen, president of the Federal Agency for the Protection of the Constitution, the domestic Secret Service, or Verfassungsschutz, and his boss, Interior Minister Horst Seehofer, trivialised and justified the actions of the fascistic mob. Seehofer even said he would have joined the march if he were not a minister.3

			The intimate connection between the domestic intelligence agency and right-wing extremists is nothing new. It runs like a thread throughout the history of the intelligence agency, which was founded in 1950, at the height of the Cold War.

			The close contacts between Maaßen and the right-wing AfD had already come to light prior to the Chemnitz events. In July 2018, in her book Inside AfD, former AfD member Franziska Schreiber recounted discussions between Maaßen and the then AfD chief and federal spokeswoman Frauke Petry. Maaßen met Petry twice in 2015, when the AfD had yet to gain representation in the federal parliament. According to Schreiber, Maaßen gave Petry advice about how the AfD could avoid being placed under surveillance by the Secret Service, a charge Maaßen denies. Schreiber has since provided sworn testimony that Petry told her several times that “the AfD was lucky to have someone like Maaßen heading the Secret Service, because he viewed the party favourably and therefore wanted to avoid [it being placed under] surveillance.”4

			Petry’s successor as AfD leader, Alexander Gauland, has also confirmed he held a meeting with Maaßen, concerning the suspicion that there was an “influential Russian agent” within the AfD parliamentary group. Maaßen had reassured him that “there’s nothing to it”, Gauland subsequently stated. Meetings also took place with the AfD head of the parliamentary judiciary committee, Stephan Brandner, who acknowledged he had discussed the number of individuals considered political threats, the Secret Service’s annual report, and the agency’s financial position.

			The fact that Maaßen was not sacked after having defended the fascistic mob in Chemnitz, but initially promoted and then transferred to an advisory role at the Interior Ministry, sent a clear signal to all AfD supporters and right-wing extremists in the state apparatus that they have nothing to fear. But Maaßen is merely the tip of the iceberg.

			In the Weimar Republic, the intelligence agencies, police, and judiciary ruthlessly persecuted socialists and anti-war campaigners, and strengthened the Nazis. While Hitler had to spend nine months in prison in 1923 for his part in leading a bloody coup, where he wrote Mein Kampf, the judiciary sent the editor of the Weltbühne, Carl von Ossietzky, to prison for twice as long for his anti-militarist stance. Ossietzky was subsequently tortured to death. Hitler came to power in 1933 due to a conspiracy in the state apparatus, and could rely unconditionally on the state in his terrorising of Jews and political opponents.

			Following the end of the Nazi dictatorship and the war, the old SA and Gestapo cliques lived on. Even when the Secret Service was still controlled by the Allies, dozens of Nazi officials were employed as “freelancers” or in sham firms. After 1955, when control of the Secret Service was transferred to the federal government, the fascists were hired directly. From 1955 to 1972, the agency was led by a former SA member and senior prosecutor under the Nazis, Hubert Schrübbers.

			After the war, the old Nazis continued where they had left off, attacking left-wingers and representatives of the workers’ movement in particular. As a result of the banning of the Communist Party (KPD) in 1956, criminal investigations of between 125,000 and 200,000 people were launched with the support of the Secret Service, and 7,000 to 10,000 communists sentenced to prison terms or fines. Many of those persecuted had been actively involved in the resistance against the Nazi regime.

			Following the 1972 Radicals Decree (Radikalenerlass) by the SPD government of Willy Brandt, the Secret Service agency spied on more than 1.4 million mainly young applicants for public service. Due to the Secret Service’s denunciations, over 1,000 young people were prevented from pursuing their profession. It was sometimes enough for an informant to have noted a car registration number close to a left-wing meeting in order to deny an applicant a public service position.

			At the same time, the Secret Service maintained close ties to the right-wing extremist and right-wing terrorist milieu. On September 26, 1980, twelve people, along with the attacker Gundolf Köhler, died in the Oktoberfest attack in Munich, the worst right-wing terrorist attack in post-war Germany. Some 200 suffered severe injuries. Although evidence and witness testimonies pointed to the involvement of state agencies and neo-Nazi terrorist groups, the investigators and intelligence agencies covered up the background to the attack and to those involved behind the scenes. To this day, the Secret Service has continued to refuse to transfer all relevant files to the state prosecutor’s office.

			The Secret Service and the neo-Nazi groups

			The ties of the state apparatus, and the Secret Service in particular, to the attacks by the National Socialist Underground (NSU) terrorist group, which was responsible for at least ten murders between 2000 and 2007, are even clearer. Lawyer Mehmet Daimagüler, who represented two of the victims in the NSU trial, stated at an event at Ruhr University in Bochum in May 2018 that the NSU did not comprise only three perpetrators, but rather a much larger complex. Prior to going underground in 1998, the three terrorists, Uwe Mundlos and Uwe Böhnhardt—both of whom later died—and Beate Zschäpe—who was later convicted—were active in the neo-Nazi group “Thuringian Homeland Security” (THS), which, according to Daimagüler, had 160 members. “It included forty-two proven V-men [undercover intelligence informants], all of them Nazis, some of them criminals of the worst kind.”5

			The ratio of one V-man informant to every four neo-Nazis in the NSU fails to convey the full extent of the state’s involvement. This is because the forty-two informants were not “the drunken skinheads”, the followers, but rather “the leaders, the doers, the organisers”, according to the lawyer. In the leadership level of neo-Nazi organisations, asserted Daimagüler, far from a mere quarter being in the pay of the intelligence agencies, rather “it is 60, 70, 80, and in some cases 90 percent”.

			One of the most well-known of these “Confidential Informants” (CI) is Tino Brandt, who himself built up the neo-Nazi THS between 1994 and 2001. Brandt’s handler, an official in the Thuringia state Secret Service, forewarned him of house searches, according to Daimagüler, and “together they ‘cleaned up’ his apartment.” Brandt admitted in court that he had known where the three NSU terrorists were living underground, and that he had helped them with money. Asked by a lawyer for one of the joint plaintiffs where he had obtained the money, Brandt answered, “From the agency, and they knew about it.”6

			When the NSU was carrying out its terrorist attacks, the security agencies had at least twenty-five collaborators working in the group’s immediate vicinity. In April 2006, when twenty-one-year-old Halit Yozgat was shot in an internet cafe in Kassel, a Secret Service man was even at the crime scene. Andreas Temme, an employee of the Secret Service responsible for managing informants, was carrying a plastic bag with a heavy object inside. Gunshot residue from the NSU murders was found on his gloves. He told a colleague the make of the murder weapon (Ceska), even before this was known publicly. His superior, Gerold-Hasso Hess, discussed with him how he should behave when questioned by the police, and recommended that he stick “as close as possible to the truth”, meaning that he should lie.

			Andreas Temme, who was known in his home village as “little Adolf”, was responsible for a skinhead informant called Benjamin Gärtner, who had ties to the NSU. Temme telephoned Gärtner on the same day that NSU murders took place in Kassel, Nuremberg, and Munich. When the Federal Criminal Police were finally allowed to question Gärtner in 2012, he was accompanied by a lawyer from the Secret Service. Gärtner refused to answer most of the questions, saying he had no authorisation to speak on the subject. The federal prosecutor’s office continues to withhold thirty-seven files on Temme, with the justification that they are irrelevant.

			The broad network of agents and informants for the security agencies is not limited to the milieu around the NSU. In 2003, Germany’s Constitutional Court rejected an application to ban the neo-fascist National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD), because so many Secret Service informants were members of the party’s leadership bodies, that it was impossible to guarantee a constitutional trial. It emerged that at least one in seven of the party’s officials were in the pay of the Secret Service. In the opinion of the Supreme Court justices, the NPD must be spoken about “in substance, as a gathering of the state”.7

			Terrorist networks in the Bundeswehr and the police

			The domestic Secret Service is not the only agency to maintain fascistic networks. In early 2017, a neo-Nazi network, which had been covered up at the highest levels of the military, was exposed in the army. The central figure in this conspiracy is Lieutenant Franco A. During his studies with the army, he had already attracted attention due to his master’s thesis, which, according to the assessment of an academic director at the armed forces’ Centre for Military History and Social Sciences, presented a “radical nationalist, racist appeal”. Nonetheless, after an oral warning, Franco A. continued his studies unhindered.

			Then, on February 3, 2017, Franco A. was arrested at Vienna airport while trying to retrieve a firearm he had previously concealed in a toilet there. Subsequent investigations revealed that Franco A. had conspired with at least two further accomplices, Maximilian T. and Mathias F., to plan attacks on high-ranking politicians and other personalities. During his army service in Bavaria, Franco A. had registered as a Syrian asylum seeker and had obtained subsidiary protection status as a refugee. He was apparently planning to place the blame upon refugees for future attacks, so as to stoke right-wing and xenophobic sentiments in Germany.

			Maximilian T., who served as a soldier in the same army unit as Franco A. in the French location of Illkirch, apparently covered up for Franco A. with his superiors. Maximilian T. is now employed as a personal adviser to AfD parliamentary deputy Jan Nolte, also previously a soldier. The names found on the hitlist, allegedly authored by Maximilian T., include former German President Joachim Gauck, former Justice Minister and current Foreign Minister Heiko Maas (SPD), Green Party politician Claudia Roth, and Left Party Prime Minister in the state of Thuringia Bodo Ramelow. All of these were allegedly potential targets. In addition, large quantities of weapons and munitions were found in the possession of the three accused.

			In a scandalous decision in June 2018, the Frankfurt Higher Regional Court ruled that Franco A. would not be charged with preparing a serious criminal act of sedition, despite the results of the investigation. The court did not dispute that Franco A. had planned such attacks. As it wrote in a press release, it is “overwhelmingly probable that the accused procured and retained two pistols, two rifles and 51 explosive devices”. It was, “however, not overwhelmingly probable that he had already taken the decision to commit a serious act of violent sedition”.8

			The police also maintain numerous connections to right-wing extremist forces. The members of the “Freital Group”, convicted in March 2018 for forming a right-wing terrorist organisation, had received internal information from police officers in 2015 aimed at protecting them from prosecution. Prior to the federal prosecutor decided to take over the case, in an exercise in damage limitation, both the police in Saxony and the state prosecutor had refused to consider the possibility of a political motivation for the series of attacks on Left Party politicians and refugee accommodation centres. This was despite the fact that the group openly expressed its views on Facebook, where it agitated against “wops”, “cattle”, and “parasites”.

			The right-wing networks in the police, army, and intelligence agencies have flourished under conditions in which these agencies have obtained ever greater powers, and democratic rights have been curtailed. The current text of Bavaria’s newly-adopted Police Duties Act, which will serve as a template for similar changes in other states, effectively amounts to the creation of a police state. In future, citizens can be detained indefinitely upon the order of a judge, without even being suspected of a crime. Police also have unlimited powers to bug apartments, seize computers, and intercept phone calls and messages. Thus, the separation of the police and intelligence agencies, which at one time was written into Germany’s constitution, due to the experience of the Gestapo, has practically been abolished.

			At the same time, the authorities are collaborating ever more directly with the major technology companies. Edward Snowden’s revelations have already demonstrated that the American intelligence agencies collaborate with Google, Facebook, etc., to spy on the entire population. The German intelligence agencies are also implicated, and exchange data in both directions with the National Security Agency.

			In collaboration with these same corporations, an unprecedented censorship of the internet is now being organised. This has been particularly pronounced in Germany, where, since the beginning of 2018, social networks have been forced by the Network Enforcement Law (NetzDG) to remove or block “obviously illegal content” within twenty-four hours of receiving a complaint. In the case of less obvious instances, a time limit of seven days applies. If a company fails to meet the deadline, it faces the threat of a fine of up to €50 million. Since there is no penalty for wrongfully deleted content, the law’s purpose is clear: companies should be compelled to enforce a censorship that is much stricter than current laws allow.

			The Network Enforcement Law has lived up to its purpose. In the first six months of 2018, Facebook, Google Plus, and YouTube deleted tens of thousands of entries. Between 21 and 46 percent of all content where a complaint was reported was deleted. This is an extremely high percentage, considering that just a few clicks are usually all that is required to file a complaint. The fact that much more is being deleted than is necessary under criminal law is underscored by the extremely low level of complaints about the failure to delete specific items. Instead of the anticipated 12,500 complaints, only 558 were filed with the Justice Ministry in the first half of 2018.

			Against the left

			The measures to block content impacted numerous anti-fascist posts. At the beginning of 2018, Twitter blocked a post by Sophie Passmann, referring to the Network Enforcement Law to justify its action. The satirist had been making fun of the nationalism of right-wing groups. “So long as it remains traditional to watch ‘Dinner for One’ [an English comedy] on New Year’s Eve, refugees are welcome to come here and destroy our culture.” Twitter declared this to be unlawful. Around the same time, the account of the satirical magazine Titanic was blocked because it had parodied the AfD’s deputy leader, Beatrix von Storch. In February, YouTube censored an anti-AfD video by Andreas Niess, after members of the right-wing scene complained about it.

			Google had already adopted its own censorship measures in April 2017, which are even more clearly directed against left-wing and anti-war websites. On April 25, 2017, Ben Gomes, vice president of core search at the company, announced that Google, for the first time in the firm’s history, would employ 10,000 workers to evaluate websites based on their content, and use these evaluations in ranking search results. According to him, “authoritative” content should be promoted. Ever since, search traffic to thirteen leading left-wing websites has fallen by 55 percent. For the World Socialist Web Site, the decline has been even higher, at 74 percent. The WSWS was drastically demoted for certain search queries. Anyone searching for “war”, “nuclear war”, or similar terms will no longer find links to WSWS pages.

			These censorship measures have also been applied to German language articles, and the procedure was developed in close consultation with government representatives. Shortly before the censorship measures came into force, Gomes participated in a meeting of the Broadcasting Commission in Berlin on April 5, 2017, to discuss Google’s new censorship algorithm with high-ranking German government officials. The Broadcasting Commission is one of the most powerful bodies for controlling the media in Germany, and includes representatives from all sixteen state governments. The so-called “digital lunch” with Gomes took place shortly after the publication of the article in the F.A.Z. attacking the IYSSE and SGP, in which Heike Schmoll, among others, complained about the “effectiveness” of the Trotskyists. Just a few weeks later, a Google search for “Baberowski” returned no references to the WSWS on Google’s first few pages.

			Later that year, the media organised a campaign against “left-wing extremism”. The pretext seized upon for this was the protests at the G-20 summit in Hamburg. In August 2017, the Interior Minister at the time, Thomas de Maizière (CDU), exploited the campaign to shut down the independent news site linksunten.indymedia.org, which was best known for its thorough research into right-wing extremist circles. In an unprecedented attack on press freedom, he unilaterally declared the editors of the news site to be an “association” (Verein), which gave him the judicial powers as a minister to ban them per decree.

			Less than a year later, Maaßen and Seehofer presented the Secret Service Report (Verfassungsschutz­bericht 2017), which massively exaggerated the alleged acts of violence by demonstrators during the G-20 summit, and cited this as pseudo-evidence for the spread of “left-wing extremist criminality”. The report essentially bears the imprimatur of the AfD, which Maaßen had previously consulted in a series of meetings.

			As a result, neither the right-wing extremist party, nor its neo-Nazi periphery, were mentioned in the Secret Service report. Instead, anyone protesting against and gathering information about right-wing extremists was declared to be an enemy of the constitution and a left-wing extremist. For the first time, the Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei was referred to as a “left-wing extremist party” and an object of surveillance. Being placed under surveillance by the Secret Service amounts to a major attack on democratic rights. It is the prelude to a potential banning of the party.

			Yet the Secret Service did not accuse the SGP of any violations of the law or acts of violence. On the contrary, it explicitly acknowledged that the party pursues its goals via legal means. The Secret Service justified its surveillance exclusively by stating that the party advocates a socialist programme, criticises capitalism, and opposes the establishment parties and trade unions. According to the Secret Service, such criticism of capitalism, which millions share, is an attack on “our state and social order, and therefore democratic freedoms”. This directly connects with Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws and Hitler’s destruction of working-class parties.
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			A Socialist Perspective Against Fascism and War

			The return of dictatorship and war is the product of fundamental tendencies within capitalist society and not merely the subjective desire of a few right-wing extremist and neo-Nazi individuals. As we have shown in the previous chapters, these tendencies have seized the entire political establishment in one form or another. While the media promotes war-mongering and xenophobia, and professors trivialise the Nazis’ crimes, the grand coalition of the CDU, CSU, and SPD enforces these policies in practice. A struggle against the danger posed by the far-right must be based on this understanding.

			The grand coalition’s right-wing programme

			The grand coalition government is the product of the dramatic social polarisation that has emerged over recent years. Its policies of militarism and attacks on social spending meet with widespread opposition among the population, which finds no political expression in the establishment political parties and institutions. This is why official politics increasingly assumes the character of a permanent conspiracy. The grand coalition was prepared during months-long secret negotiations in the autumn and winter of 2017–2018, before the presentation of the coalition agreement, which in large measure consisted of mere policy suggestions. The numerous secret deals and agreements reached during the four-and-a-half months of talks have only come to light in dribs and drabs.

			The coalition agreement sets out the largest rearmament programme since the end of the Second World War. Accordingly, the defence budget is to be doubled by 2024 to at least €70 billion. In addition, fifty cents of every euro saved in other areas of the budget will be diverted to military spending and the remaining fifty cents to civilian conflict intervention. This is a unique agreement in the history of the Federal Republic of Germany, which will make possible an unlimited expansion of rearmament, up to and including the creation of a total war economy.

			Documents published subsequently show that this is exactly the grand coalition’s aim. In the new “Concept for the Armed Forces”, published in late July 2018, Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen announced that the German army would be equipped so it could participate in “the most demanding deployments within the framework of a very large operation both within and on the borders of alliance territory”.1 Its explicit purpose is to enforce German imperialism’s geostrategic and economic interests. The armed forces are already involved in eighteen foreign military interventions, have stationed troops on Russia’s borders, and are implicated in serious war crimes in Afghanistan and Syria.

			This horrific rearmament programme and plans for war are being paid for through fierce attacks on workers’ social gains. The policies tested out in Greece by Berlin and Brussels over recent years are to be expanded across the continent, including in Germany itself. The 51st Finance Plan, adopted by parliament the day after Merkel’s re-election as Chancellor, outlines deep cuts to spending on research and education, and family and youth services over the coming four years.

			The federal government has also fully embraced the right-wing extremist line on refugee policy. The desperate people forced to flee from wars, which German imperialism is jointly responsible for triggering and waging in North Africa and the Middle East, are being turned away at Europe’s outer borders, and are drowning in their thousands in the Mediterranean. In the first eight months of 2018 alone, more than 1,500 people lost their lives on the EU’s external borders.

			In Germany, so-called “Anker Centres” have been established to confine refugees and isolate them from the population, with the aim of either swiftly deporting them or forcing them to return home, due to months of inhumane treatment. According to the coalition agreement and the immigration masterplan from Interior Minister Horst Seehofer, these centres will become part of a comprehensive network of camps throughout Europe and North Africa. Waiting at the other end of this deportation system are the camps and private prisons in Libya, where masses of people are tortured, murdered, or enslaved.

			Such policies of national isolation, attacks on social spending and rearmament are incompatible with democratic rights. This is why the grand coalition is strengthening the police and intelligence agencies, restricting basic democratic rights, and encouraging right-wing extremist gangs of thugs, who persecute political opponents and refugees.

			This rightward shift is an international phenomenon. Right-wing and authoritarian tendencies are on the rise in every country. In the United States, Trump, a nationalist who relies on right-wing extremist forces, heads the government. In both Italy and Austria, right-wing extremist parties are represented in government. In Poland and Hungary they even lead the governments. The reason for this is the deep crisis of the capitalist system, which is leading to an intensification of the class struggle and tensions between the imperialist powers around the world.

			A Marxist perspective

			The Sozialistische Gleichheitspartei and its youth and student organisation, the IYSSE, represent the only political tendency firmly opposed to this rightward shift. This is no accident. As a Trotskyist party, the SGP rests on a Marxist understanding of the objective development of class forces, and bases its perspective of socialist revolution through the mobilisation of the international working class on this.

			In the midst of the First World War, on January 2, 1916, Rosa Luxemburg wrote in the Junius Pamphlet that humanity was confronted by the alternative of socialism or barbarism,

			[E]ither the triumph of imperialism and the collapse of all civilization as in ancient Rome, depopulation, desolation, degeneration—a great cemetery. Or the victory of socialism, that means the conscious active struggle of the international proletariat against imperialism and its method of war.2

			Leon Trotsky understood that this question was by no means resolved with the end of World War I, but was posed anew in even sharper terms. A Second World War was unavoidable if capitalism was not overthrown by the working class. However, to wage such a war, the ruling elites would have to destroy the powerful workers’ organisations, whose members were firm opponents of war. This was what they used fascism for. In January 1932, Trotsky wrote,

			[Fascism] raises to their feet those classes that are immediately above the proletariat and that are ever in dread of being forced down into its ranks; it organises and militarises them at the expense of finance capital, under the cover of the official government, and it directs them to the extirpation of proletarian organisations, from the most revolutionary to the most conservative.3

			Based on this analysis, as early as 1931, Trotsky predicted that Hitler’s victory would mean war with the Soviet Union.4 And following Kristallnacht on November 9, 1938, he declared that the “next stage of world reaction would involve the physical liquidation of the Jews,”5 which was put into practice three years later. The famous poet and anti-war figure Kurt Tucholsky said in July 1933 that he was impressed by how far-sighted and accurately Trotsky could write on Germany, even though he was far away in Turkish exile.6

			Trotsky did not develop this assessment as an observer, but as a socialist revolutionary. He subjected the policies of the two major workers’ parties to an unsparing critique. The SPD had been transformed from a party of reform into a party which defended the bourgeois order at all costs,

			The present crisis that is convulsing capitalism obliged the Social Democracy to sacrifice the fruits achieved after protracted economic and political struggles and thus to reduce the German workers to the level of existence of their fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers. There is no historical spectacle more tragic and at the same time more repulsive than the fetid disintegration of reformism amid the wreckage of all its conquests and hopes.7

			At the same time, Trotsky criticised the Stalinist leadership of the KPD, because it refused to call for a united front with the SPD against Hitler. Trotsky had no illusions about the role of the Social Democratic leaders. But a systematic struggle for a united front would have convinced Social Democratic workers that the communists were serious about waging a struggle against fascism. Instead, the KPD labelled the Social Democrats “social fascists”, and claimed that the SPD and Nazis were “twins”. On certain issues, such as the referendum concerning the dissolution of the Prussian state parliament in August 1931, the KPD even participated in joint initiatives with the Nazis. In this way, it divided and paralysed the working class, so that Hitler was able to come to power without a serious struggle.

			When all critical discussion of the KPD’s catastrophic policy was suppressed within the Communist International following Hitler’s victory, Trotsky concluded that it was no longer possible to reform the communist parties, and that, like the Social Democracy, they were dead for the purposes of revolution. The Left Opposition prepared the founding of the Fourth International, which was completed in 1938, on the eve of World War II. The Fourth International defended the programme of socialist internationalism against Social Democracy and Stalinism, and placed the fight for the political independence of the working class and the construction of a revolutionary leadership at the heart of its work. In its founding programme, the Fourth International provided an unsparing analysis of the epoch,

			The world political situation as a whole is chiefly characterised by a historical crisis of the leadership of the proletariat.

			The economic prerequisite for the proletarian revolution has already in general achieved the highest point of fruition that can be reached under capitalism. Mankind’s productive forces stagnate. Already new inventions and improvements fail to raise the level of material wealth. Conjunctural crises under the conditions of the social crisis of the whole capitalist system inflict ever heavier deprivations and sufferings upon the masses. …

			International relations present no better picture. Under the increasing tension of capitalist disintegration, imperialist antagonisms reach an impasse at the height of which separate clashes and bloody local disturbances (Ethiopia, Spain, the Far East, Central Europe) must inevitably coalesce into a conflagration of world dimensions.

			… Without a socialist revolution, in the next historical period at that, a catastrophe threatens the whole culture of mankind. The turn is now to the proletariat, i.e., chiefly to its revolutionary vanguard. The historical crisis of mankind is reduced to the crisis of the revolutionary leadership.8

			In October 2018, speaking on the occasion of the eightieth anniversary of the founding of the Fourth International, David North commented,

			Without changing too many words, Trotsky’s description of the capitalist world in 1938 could serve very well as a description of the conditions that exist in 2018. Were he alive today, I do not think that Trotsky would find the contemporary world so hard to understand.9

			In fact, the same contradictions that led to two world wars are developing again today, and humanity once again faces the question: socialism or barbarism? This is why political conflicts are assuming ever sharper forms and why the ruling elites are rehabilitating their past crimes.

			In its 2016 statement “Socialism and the Fight Against War”, the International Committee of the Fourth International summarised these developments two years ago in the following way,

			41. The crisis of the capitalist nation-state system gives rise to two irreconcilable perspectives. Imperialism strives to overcome the clash of economic and geostrategic interests inherent in the capitalist nation-state system through the victory of one world hegemonic power over all its rivals. This is the aim of imperialist geostrategic calculations, and its inevitable outcome is global war.

			42. Opposing the geopolitics of the capitalist class, the international working class is the social force that objectively constitutes the mass base for world socialist revolution, which signifies an end to the nation-state system as a whole and the establishment of a global economy based on equality and scientific planning. Imperialism seeks to save the capitalist order through war. The working class seeks to resolve the global crisis through social revolution. The strategy of the revolutionary party develops as the negation of imperialist nation-state geopolitics. The revolutionary party, as Trotsky explained, follows “not the war map but the map of the class struggle”.10

			Such a perspective is not only the sole basis upon which another world war can be prevented, it is also realistic. The working class has grown enormously on a global scale and is increasingly on the move again. In 2018, widespread strikes among teachers, which increasingly took place outside the control of the trade unions, occurred in the US. Workers’ struggles erupted in Iran, Tunisia, Morocco, and Iraq. In Germany, significant work stoppages have taken place in the steel sector, public services and at international companies like Ryanair and Amazon.

			The Fourth International is oriented towards these struggles and advocates an independent socialist perspective. At an emergency congress against war in September 2014, the SGP adopted a resolution entitled “The return of German Imperialism and the Tasks of the SGP”, which stated,

			Theoretically, politically and organisationally, the SGP bases its struggle against militarism and war on the working class. It is the only international class and the only force that can prevent a third world war. Its interests stand in diametrical opposition to the capitalist system. The socialist revolution, however, is not an automatic process. Its pace and success is decided in the realm of politics. As Trotsky wrote on the eve of World War II, the historical crisis of mankind is reduced to the crisis of the revolutionary leadership. The solution to this crisis depends on the decisions and actions taken to build our party.

			The [SGP] conducts tireless political work to develop the consciousness of the working class. It exposes the deceptions, propaganda and lies of the media and all the mouthpieces of the ruling class. It seeks to inoculate workers against all forms of nationalism and chauvinism, and advocates solidarity with the struggles of workers in all countries. It struggles for the unity of the European and international working class on the basis of a socialist program. It rejects the European Union and fights for its replacement by the United Socialist States of Europe. The construction of sections of the International Committee of the Fourth International in Europe is one of the most important tasks in the struggle against war.11

			This is the perspective upon which the SGP and IYSSE’s struggle against historical falsification and right-wing ideology is based. The demonisation by the media, politicians, and professoriate, as well as the tremendous resonance among students and workers, confirms the class analysis on which this work rests. The task now is to draw the necessary conclusion and build the SGP and the International Committee of the Fourth International around the world.
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			Appendix:

		
		
		
			Jörg Baberowski’s falsification of history

			Prior to both the First and Second World Wars, German universities played an important role ideologically in the preparations for armed conflict. In particular, scholars of history were only too willing to offer their services to militarism, falsifying historical events, and fabricating myths about German identity.

			Today, historians are again labouring to rewrite and falsify history in order to justify new wars and discredit opposition to them. Their falsifications aim to “whitewash and legitimize the worst crimes of twentieth century capitalist imperialism and, conversely, to criminalize and render morally illegitimate the entire struggle of the international socialist movement,”1 as David North wrote in The Russian Revolution and the Unfinished Twentieth Century.

			In Germany, Professor Jörg Baberowski plays an important role in this endeavour. As holder of the chair of East European history at Berlin’s Humboldt University, Baberowski pursues these aims in a particularly aggressive manner in his lectures, on podiums, on talk shows, and in the features section of major newspapers. He directly links his falsification of history with vehement demands for military intervention.

			In a February 2014 edition of Der Spiegel, he called for a reappraisal of National Socialism (Nazism). The news magazine quoted him as saying, “Hitler was no psychopath, and he wasn’t vicious. He didn’t want people to talk about the extermination of the Jews at his table.”2 This hair-raising statement is by no means the result of a momentary lapse or a political gaffe. Baberowski has put his academic work to the service of historical revisionism. His inflated position at Humboldt University is devoted to assuaging the crimes of fascism and justifying new wars.

			Baberowski’s career

			Baberowski was born near Konstanz in southern Germany in March 1961. That same year, Fritz Fischer launched the first of the two post-war “historians’ disputes” with the publication of his book Griff nach der Weltmacht (published in English in 1968 as Germany’s Aims in the First World War). In this work, Fischer presented comprehensive and detailed proof of the imperialist war aims of the German elite prior to World War I, thoroughly demolishing the myth that it had been a defensive war on Germany’s part.

			Fischer also made an important contribution, in the post-war Federal Republic of Germany, to the exposure of the role of National Socialism. He showed that the Nazis had taken up the objectives of German imperialism in World War I, and that Hitler had been intentionally brought to power by the ruling elites to implement that program.3 This analysis contributed greatly to the understanding of the Nazi dictatorship. A critical reappraisal of the Nazi war crimes began at the same time. The Eichmann trial took place in Israel in 1961, to be followed two years later by the first Auschwitz trial held in Frankfurt.

			In the 1950s, a climate of silence and repression concerning the crimes of the Third Reich had prevailed at universities and throughout the educational system. Hitler was regarded as a kind of historical accident, whose crimes had nothing to do with the imperialist aims of the German elite. Responsibility for the monstrous deeds of the Nazis was considered to lie exclusively within the top-most leadership circle around Hitler. The same Nazi propaganda, submitted as a defence against charges at the Nuremberg war crimes trials, was often regurgitated in academic circles. For example, the attack on the Soviet Union was portrayed as a defensive operation to counter Stalin’s preparation for war against Germany. All sides in the war were said to have committed crimes, with the emphasis laid on the Soviet side and the Red Army.

			The persistence of this kind of argument was due to the continuity of the civil service and professional personnel after the war. Public officials, judges, doctors, professors, business leaders, and politicians were recruited from the ranks of former Nazis. The denazification process was largely reversed by the Bundestag (federal parliament) in 1951, because the services of former Nazis were needed against the Soviet Union during the Cold War.4

			Following the investigations into the crimes of the Holocaust, the war of annihilation in the East, and numerous other crimes of the Nazis, it was no longer possible for the extreme right to propagate their noxious theses. The student revolt of 1968 and struggles by the labour movement, in particular, put defenders of National Socialism on the defensive.

			Baberowski had nothing to do with these movements. When he reached a politically conscious age, he joined the Communist League of West Germany (KBW) and, as he later claimed, he collected money during his school days in Holzminden for the Cambodian dictator Pol Pot.5 The KBW was the largest of the so-called K Groups (communist groups) that had emerged from the collapse of the student movement in the late 1960s. These Maoist organisations had no interest in the thorough-going exposure of Nazi crimes, which had begun with the student movement, but rather represented a sort of backlash against it. The verbiage they spouted about socialism and the proletariat concealed an extreme nationalist perspective. Their glorification of authoritarian regimes was a product of their profound contempt for any independent action by workers.

			The groups took their political line largely from the Stalinist People’s Republic of China, with which they had close contacts. KBW delegations regularly paid official visits to the Chinese government in the 1970s. Close links were also forged with the authoritarian regimes in Albania and Cambodia.

			Peter Schwarz writes that the main reason students embraced Maoism was the “class content of the Stalinist program, which reproduces all the petty-bourgeois attacks on Marxism in concentrated form and shares with the petty bourgeoisie its hostility to the political independence of the working class.”6

			If Mao Zedong can claim any originality at all ... for his “ideas”, then it would be no more than this: that he understood more than anyone else how to exploit pseudo-Marxist phrases in a movement whose social base was constituted almost entirely by the petty bourgeoisie, namely the peasantry, and which systematically suppressed every independent political movement of the urban proletariat.7

			The K Groups’ hostility to the Soviet Union was also coloured by this political orientation. They rejected the world’s first workers’ state not because of its bureaucratic degeneration, but because it continued to represent—although in a distorted form—the gains of the October Revolution. On the other hand, the brutal dictatorship of the bureaucracy was supported by the K Groups. Not only did they defend the terror regimes of Pol Pot in Cambodia, Enver Hoxha in Albania and Mao Zedong in China; they also glorified Josef Stalin, who embodied the dictatorship of the bureaucracy and had orchestrated the murder of hundreds of thousands of communists.

			The KBW and its associates took the position that Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization policies had initiated the rise to power of a new bourgeoisie. They therefore described the Soviet Union as “social imperialist”. Following the line of the Chinese Communist Party, they proclaimed the USA and the USSR to be the main enemies of the people. Combatting these two major powers was held to be the task of an alliance between smaller industrial nations and developing countries. This led the K Groups to adopt a rabid form of nationalism that even exceeded the nationalistic positions of Stalin and Mao. The Communist Party of Germany/Marxists-Leninists (KPD/ML) went so far as calling for the upgrading of the Bundeswehr (Armed Forces) and the creation of a “National United Front” to counter “Soviet hegemony”. Meetings with openly right-wing extremist groups have also been documented in relation to the history of the KPD.8

			In the second half of the 1970s, the KBW frequently collaborated with other K Groups, the KPD and the KPD/ML. Although the KBW was initially critical of the extreme right-wing “Defence of the Fatherland”, it increasingly drew closer to the political position of the other K Groups. In 1978, the KBW’s theoretical organ declared that the USSR “together with US imperialism is dividing and suppressing the German nation”. The national question was propagated “as a lever for the proletarian revolution”.9

			During the K Groups’ process of disintegration in the early 1980s, their members undertook a further shift to the right. Some took up openly extreme right-wing views.10 The Communist People’s Daily (KVZ), the central organ of the KBW, published an advertisement for the new-right newspaper We Ourselves (wir selbst) in February 1982. Most of the K Groups subsequently moved into the Green Party and constituted the Realo (realist) wing there. Former cadres of the KBW today occupy key positions in business, politics, and the media.11

			Like many of his former political companions, Jörg Baberowski’s early conditioning by the KBW became the starting point for the development of his far-right agenda. It was one which displays a remarkable degree of continuity. Baberowski retained his predilection for authoritarian regimes, merely switching his allegiance from Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot to the Russian President Vladimir Putin and the Egyptian dictator Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi, as well as to Stalin’s successor Nikita Khrushchev.12 He has also retained his contempt for workers, as is especially evident in his descriptions of the Russian Revolution (see below).

			Above all, he drew on the German nationalist perspective of the KBW. During his history studies in Göttingen, which began in 1982 and finished in 1988, Baberowski sided with those who wanted to relativise the crimes of the Nazis in order to rehabilitate German nationalism. Around that time, right-wing academics felt encouraged by the election of Helmut Kohl as chancellor to reverse the developments of previous decades. During the federal elections of 1983, Kohl called for an “intellectual and moral about turn”. He said Germans must once again learn how to “walk with their heads high”. On May 5, 1985, the chancellor made clear what he meant by this when he visited the military cemetery of Bitburg, together with US President Ronald Reagan. There, he paid tribute not only to fallen Wehrmacht (World War II German army) soldiers, but also to members of the Nazi Waffen SS.

			A year later, a group of right-wing historians and publicists began an offensive that triggered the second “historians’ dispute”. The immediate cause of the dispute was a June 1986 article by the historian Ernst Nolte in the conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Nolte claimed that it was necessary to normalise the perception of German history. Other nations had also committed war crimes, he said. In order to carry out the normalisation, he had to play down the horrors of the Holocaust and other Nazi crimes. He did so by depicting the industrial extermination of the Jews as an understandable reaction to the savagery and violence of Bolshevism. This resulted in the repetition of Nazi propaganda that the war and terror against the Soviet Union had had a “preventive character”.

			Nonetheless, the following question must seem permissible, even unavoidable: Did the National Socialists or Hitler perhaps commit an “Asiatic” deed merely because they and their ilk considered themselves to be potential victims of an “Asiatic” deed? Was the Gulag archipelago not primary to Auschwitz? Was the Bolshevik murder of an entire class not the logical and factual prius of the “racial murder” of National Socialism?13

			These remarks caused a storm of indignation. Many intellectuals, such as Jürgen Habermas, Rudolf Augstein, Heinrich August Winkler, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, and Hans Mommsen, sharply rejected them and publicly heaped criticism on Nolte himself. The criticism of Nolte was varied and complex, but in general it made clear:

			
					That Nolte’s attempt to explain the Holocaust as a consequence of Hitler’s personal fears served to obscure the role of the ruling elites in Germany.

					That the assertion that Nazi Germany had only defended itself in the war was historically untenable.

					That the social and political foundations of the Stalinist terror, on one hand, and the Nazi crimes, on the other, were very different and therefore precluded the possibility of balancing one against the other.





Following these clashes, Nolte’s views were discredited. Hans Mommsen accused Nolte of drawing close to “right-wing extremist positions”,14 and Nolte himself was soon speaking only at far-right gatherings.

For his part, Jörg Baberowski defended Nolte in 1986. He told Der Spiegel in 2014 that he had been the only student in his advanced seminar to have spoken out for the Nazi apologist. In the same article, Baberowski holds fast to this position and declares, “Nolte was done an injustice. Historically speaking, he was right.”15

Baberowski made it his mission to rehabilitate Nolte. He henceforth devoted himself to writing about the history of Russia and the Soviet Union. In 1994, he completed his doctorate at Frankfurt University with the thesis “Autocracy and Justice. On the relationship between the rule of law and social backwardness in the late Tsarist Empire, 1864–1914”. Seven years later, he qualified as a lecturer at Tübingen University with his work “Civilizing Mission, Nationalism and the Origins of Stalinism in Azerbaijan, 1828–1941”.

Since then, Baberowski has primarily concerned himself with the October Revolution and Stalinism in the Soviet Union. His main objective consists of mitigating Nazi crimes and thereby rehabilitating Nolte. By falsely presenting the Bolshevik revolution as a barbaric attack on European civilization, depicting Stalinism as an inevitable consequence of the October Revolution, and focusing on Stalin’s violence, while excluding its political and social context, he implicitly tries to justify the 1941 German invasion of the Soviet Union as an act of self-defence.

After the restoration of capitalism in the Soviet Union in 1991 and the reunification of Germany in 1990, such conceptions gained ground. With the resurgence of German militarism, a systematic attempt has been made in recent years to rewrite history and downplay the crimes of German imperialism in order to prepare for new wars.

Baberowski at Humboldt University

This explains Baberowski’s rapidly rising career. Just one year after obtaining his doctorate, he was engaged as a tenured professor at Humboldt University, without having hitherto shown any particular merit. He had no hesitation in laying down his programme in his inaugural lecture in 2003. It was a fierce diatribe against the Bolsheviks and presented the Stalinist Terror as a logical consequence of the October Revolution.16

Baberowski funds his bloated professorial staff, consisting of almost forty colleagues, largely from third-party sources. The money comes from, among others, the Volkswagen Foundation and the Hamburg Institute for Social Research. At least eight of his staff are financed through the special research field, the “Representation of Social Orders in Transition”, by the state-sponsored German Research Foundation.

Baberowski also maintains close relations with the Centre for Military History and Social Sciences of the Armed Forces (ZMSBw) in Potsdam, for which he writes and lectures. Commissioned by the Military History Research Office (MGFA), which merged with the ZMSBw in 2013, he collaborated in the writing of two publications intended for German soldiers “as operational orientation”.17 A picture on the MGFA website18 shows Baberowski together with Lieutenant Colonel Dr Burkhard Köster. The two men officially launched an MGFA book about the Balkans at the foreign office in June 2009. The picture depicts Baberowski alongside representatives of the armed forces, and underlines his close collaboration with the German military and the dovetailing of his work at Humboldt University with the interests of German militarism. This has significant implications for the scholarly content of his professorship.

For example, Baberowski has supervised at least one PhD project in collaboration with the head of MGFA, Rolf-Dieter Müller. This involved the doctoral thesis of Sebastian Stopper, who received a doctorate under Baberowski’s tutelage in 2012. Stopper’s work on the partisan movement in the Bryansk region of Russia was classified by a Russian court as an extremist work, because the author presents the German war of annihilation as a justifiable response to the operations of the partisans.19 According to the author, “The crimes of German troops in the occupied part of the Soviet Union” were not particularly “German” or “Nazi”, because they were similar to those committed by Soviet troops.20

Baberowski also maintains close links with the Hoover Institution at Stanford University. By his own account, he received inspiration for his latest monograph, Scorched Earth (Verbrannte Erde), from Hoover fellow and notorious anti-communist Paul Gregory. In 2013, he participated in a summer workshop of the Hoover Institution, where he met Robert Service. Baberowski thereupon invited Service, whose falsifications of history have been extensively exposed, to present his discredited biography of Leon Trotsky at Humboldt University in February 2014.

While Baberowski exploits all the channels of the media to spread his reactionary views, he aggressively attacks his critics and tries to suppress any discussion of his theses. At a publicly announced event featuring himself and Robert Service, he used security personnel to block the entrance of professors, students, and journalists who might voice criticism. In the autumn of 2014, he asked the university administration to ban from the campus a meeting entitled “Why do the German elites once again want war?” called by the International Youth and Students for Social Equality (IYSSE). During podium discussions, he regularly refuses to answer questions about his right-wing propositions, reacting with hysterical tantrums.

As the initiatives of the IYSSE drew growing support, other students began criticising the militarism of their professors by initiating the Münkler-Watch blog. At this point, Baberowski completely lost his composure. In the Berlin Tagesspiegel, he described the students as “crackpots”, and demanded that they be banned from campus and that legal steps be taken against them.21 He had previously insulted the university administration in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, because it had failed to comply with his demands and decided to soft-pedal on the issue. According to Baberowski, the university management was “cowardly”, thought only of themselves, and were afraid of negative publicity.22

Following the exclusion of critics from the February 2014 event with Robert Service, the IYSSE declared that Baberowski’s authoritarian practices were in line with his attempt to rewrite history, “A specific policy requires specific means. Baberowski’s behavior on February 12 has shown that such a revision of history can be achieved only through intimidation and the suppression of dissent.”23 This assessment has meanwhile been confirmed.

Another of Baberowski’s strategies is to accuse his critics of slander. With respect to the IYSSE, he has never been able to prove such an allegation. He tries, instead, to cover his tracks. At a panel discussion organised by the Körber Foundation on June 1, 2018 he stated—contrary to his previous declarations—that historian Ernst Nolte had been in the wrong. He failed, however, to distance himself from Nolte’s theses, which he had always promoted. Baberowski apparently thinks that his own apologists will not insist too much on academic integrity. The following sections will take a closer look at Baberowski’s academic work in order to expose the basic line underlying the tactical zigzags of his expressed views.

Theory of history and violence

Jörg Baberowksi is not a genuine academic scholar; he is a right-wing ideologue. He argues for a purely subjective or ideological approach to history. He is principally concerned with presenting what he refers to as “new perspectives” on events. His argumentation is based on the irrational positions of Michel Foucault, Martin Heidegger, and Hans-Georg Gadamer, and takes their views to the extreme.

Because there is no reality beyond the consciousness which produces it. We must liberate ourselves from the idea that one can learn what the Russian revolution was really like by reconstructing events explained in documents. ...24

But the existence of facts is linked to observations, and they are proven to be true when others confirm what one has observed. Truths are based on agreements between people ... What is called “objective knowledge” is, upon closer inspection, nothing more than an inter-subjective knowledge based on hypotheses. Truth is what I and others deem to be true and what others confirm as truth.25

And so, if the Holocaust deniers Günter Deckert and Horst Mahler conclude that there never was an Auschwitz, then this is a truth that is on a par with all others. In a text from 2014, Baberowski even denies the possibility of any causal relation between events,

One can only explain current events historically. This sentence is not only considered true by historians. It has become self-evident to us. However, what happened in the past is not the source of the behaviour of the descendants. We don’t even know if and how an event took place. Because life is not a series of events which are causally connected with each other. It is composed of distinct moments.26

Starting from this irrational epistemology, Baberowski then develops a very explicit notion of the task of historiography,

Science can do nothing more than make the presented material plausible and internally consistent. The scientific character of the historical narrative consists in it fulfilling the premises it has set for itself.27

It would be impossible to formulate an ideological approach to the subject matter more explicitly. The instruments of science are to be employed, not to elucidate issues through critical analysis, but to confer plausibility on what is being described. Whether it is a lie that should appear plausible, is irrelevant as far as Baberowski is concerned. The only important issue is that the author follows his own premises.

Baberowski’s approach here draws not only on the postmodernist Foucault, but also on Heidegger and Gadamer. He seizes upon the reactionary core of their ideology. He understands history as the tradition of individuals or groups of people, such as nations or races. It is not a development that can be understood, but instead determines how people see the world and what particular identity they develop.

We now see that it is not our task to distance ourselves from tradition. We do not even have the choice, because we ourselves stand within traditions. This tradition cannot be objectified, as something unknown, it is not something that can be concretised.28

Therefore, according to Baberowski, basic concepts and theories that underlie scientific knowledge cannot themselves be objects of analysis. On the contrary, Baberowski asserts the unsurmountable nature of one’s own frame of reference. For him, history is the tradition in which one stands, but it is not an objectifiable process that can be critically examined. According to this logic, historiography can only concern itself with the creation of identity, not with objective knowledge.

However, the basic concepts upon which Baberowski grounds his work are not at all beyond the bounds of investigation and, in fact, very clearly express the social interests of the ruling class. The central category for him is violence. In this respect, his ideas are based on the works of Wolfgang Sofsky29 and Jan-Philipp Reemtsma,30 who understand violence as the conditio humana, the fundamental condition of human existence. In this concept, violence is understood as the prime and elemental basic need, which is not conditioned by any specific reason or cause. Accordingly, the continual recourse to violence by human beings can only be prevented by a strong state, which monopolises the use of violence. Baberowski summarises the concept with the following words,

Whatever violence may be, it is always presented as a deviation, a wrong course, an aberration or sickness that will one day be cured. Once illnesses are diagnosed, according to the logic of therapists, they can also be cured: through civilization, through tolerance and social justice. All the explanations put forward by cultural and social scientists to account for the outbreak of violence have only been variations on this one theme, resting on the belief that social conditions can be rationally created. Faith in the cessation of violence is perhaps the last utopia to which one can still cling.31

In this shallow reasoning, violence occurs without reason or cause. It is simply there and spontaneously seizes hold of people, irrespective of the conditions under which they live, how they grew up, what interests they have, etc. Whoever “thinks a war of extermination is a perversion of human nature has understood nothing about the nature of violence”, writes Baberowski.32

The only remedy considered by Baberowski to be effective against violence is the violence of the state apparatus.33 Of course, Baberowski cannot substantiate such outlandish theories either biologically, or by evolutionary theory, or psychologically, or sociologically. He simply asserts them. The roots of his thesis lie not in science but the tradition of ultra-reactionary thinking, as represented by the likes of Martin Heidegger or Arthur Moeller van den Bruck. In both of these cases, the incomprehensibility and immutability of social relationships stand at the core of their systems of thought. Underlying their position is the defence of existing relations of oppression and exploitation. Despite all the wavering relativity of his epistemology, Baberowski is very clear on this point. In his chapter on Karl Marx, he writes,

Life is coercion. And nothing suggests that the unseen powers and complex systems dominating modern society will dissolve by themselves. We will, at best, replace an old with a new form of bondage and draw new concepts of freedom.34

Baberowski has thereby outlined the basic thrust of his work. He is concerned with justifying the increasing brutality of the ruling class, the militarisation of society, and the restriction of democratic rights, as well the preparation for wars, as he demanded at a panel discussion in the German Historical Museum in October 2014 (see below). Coercion is an inseparable part of human existence, and the power of the state is necessary in order to avoid anarchy and terror. That is the core of Baberowski’s theoretical construction.

On this basis, he sketches a history of the twentieth century which has little in common with actual events. As he denies any causal relationships in history, historical events serve only as a starting point for his reactionary theses and as expressions of unconditional violence. Scorched Earth is typical in this respect. The book is a furious diatribe against the Bolsheviks, written in vulgar language and repeatedly exuding undisguised contempt for the Russian workers and peasants. The central thesis of the work is that the October Revolution was the origin of the barbarism of the twentieth century. According to him, it destroyed the bourgeois order and thus opened up a “space for violence”, in which psychopaths like Stalin could run wild.

Falsification of the October Revolution

The October Revolution is presented as the eruption of violence on the part of a backward, brutal, and alcohol-dependent working class. “The 1917 Revolution was a revolt of embittered people, brutalized by the war. Along with the old order, it drove the spirit of European civilization out of the land,” writes Baberowski.35 He claims the Bolsheviks had found no political approach to the brutalised masses, and had only managed to establish a brief relationship with them, on the basis of the Bolsheviks’ penchant for violence and macho behaviour.

The Bolsheviks prevailed, not because they offered the most attractive political program but because they were the most violent. And in the end, the starving weakened population apathetically abandoned itself to their madness.36

Baberowski refers to Lenin as a “malevolent armchair criminal, to whom human tragedy, suffering, and misery were of no consequence.37 For him, “wars were abstractions and people mere numbers”. … in the “great game of violence which helped him and his ilk to come to power.”38 Baberowski goes so far as to claim that the Bolsheviks had yearned for the First World War.

Just as the Bolsheviks needed the war because it suited their purposes as well as their nature, they also needed the defeat so that their planned upheaval could succeed.39

Concerning the Civil War, he writes, had it “not occurred, the Bolsheviks would have needed to declare a war in order to justify their practices.”40

This account of the Bolsheviks and the October Revolution has nothing whatsoever to do with actual historical events. It is a crude slander. Along with the Serbian social democrats, the Bolsheviks were the only party in Europe to vehemently reject the war from the very start. Their principled opposition meant they were held in great respect by the working class. Based on their systematic political and theoretical work, the Bolsheviks were able to widely extend their influence in 1913 and 1914, at the expense of the Mensheviks, prior to the outbreak of war.

In his text “The Bolsheviks’ seizure of power in October 1917: coup d’état or revolution?” David North strikingly establishes that the October Revolution was based on the political foundation of years of agitation and education of the working class by Russian social democracy. He observes,

The conquest of power by the Bolshevik Party was anything but the outcome of a putsch … The Bolshevik Party spent much of the year trying to keep pace with a mass movement that possessed a dynamic momentum whose equal had not been seen since the French Revolution.41

The American historian, Alexander Rabinowitch, summarises the essence of his book The Bolsheviks Come to Power: The Revolution of 1917 in Petrograd—which Baberowski had to include as a standard reference in his seminars—with the following words,

The October Revolution in Petrograd, I concluded, was less a military operation than a gradual process rooted in popular political culture, widespread disenchantment with the results of the February Revolution, and, in that context, the magnetic attraction of the Bolsheviks’ promises of immediate peace, bread, land for the peasantry and grassroots democracy exercised through multiparty soviets.42

The October Revolution was the first step towards the liberation of humanity from capitalist barbarism. It ended the First World War, which had cost the lives of more than two million workers and peasants in Russia alone. The aim was the world socialist revolution, which was to end war and exploitation forever.

After the Soviets had taken power in Russia on November 7, 1917 (according to the modern calendar) under the leadership of the Bolsheviks, the ruling classes in Russia and all over the world turned against the young workers’ state. During the Civil War, fourteen foreign powers intervened militarily on the side of the White Army. The enormous brutality of the White troops exposed the full scale of the old regime’s capacity for violence, which had forced the workers and peasants into the slaughterhouse of World War One. Anti-Semitic pogroms, massacres of peasants, and mass executions of workers were an integral part of the counter-revolutionary warfare. They claimed the lives of hundreds of thousands of victims.

In his second major work, The Bolsheviks in Power: The First Year of Soviet Rule in Petrograd, Rabinowitch describes in a wealth of detail how the Red Terror developed in Petrograd as an act of self-defence against the foreign intervention and the White counterrevolution. Far from constituting an arbitrary outburst of violence, the measures taken were necessary, and were accompanied by intense debate within the Soviets and the Bolshevik Party.43

Leon Trotsky, who led the Red Army in the Civil War, explained in “Terrorism and Communism” in 1920 that the brutality of the war expressed the fact that the bourgeoisie all over the world saw itself threatened by the workers’ state, and that the Russian workers had to defend themselves against powerful reactionary forces. Responding to German Social Democrat Karl Kautsky, Trotsky therefore defended the Red Terror and emphasised the main difference between the violence of the oppressed and the violence of the oppressors.

The terror of Tsarism was directed against the proletariat. The gendarmerie of Tsarism throttled the workers who were fighting for the Socialist order. Our Extraordinary Commissions shoot landlords, capitalists, and generals who are striving to restore the capitalist order.44

One searches in vain in Baberowski’s work for any indications of the root causes of the violent measures adopted by the Bolsheviks. He fails to mention even once the intervention of foreign powers, and he shrugs off the White terror as unorganised acts of individuals. The “enemy existed in the minds of the Bolsheviks alone, and this is why the terror was able to grow to such excessive and monstrous proportions,” he writes in Scorched Earth.45 By suppressing any consideration of the historical conditions in which the Soviet power found itself, Baberowski tries to draw a picture of a gratuitous outbreak of violence that can be attributed solely to the alleged insanity of the Bolsheviks and backwardness of the masses. He thus concludes that “the Red terror combined obsessions and delusions with the lust for violence.”46

These vulgar and ahistorical tirades enable Baberowski to justify violent state regimes and criminalise any opposition to the prevailing order. At the same time, they form the basis for his explanation of Stalinism, which he also detaches from its historical context and presents as a seamless continuation of the October Revolution.

Decontextualisation of Stalinism

Baberowski draws a direct line from the Russian Revolution to Stalinist terror. He claims the “Civil War was the dress rehearsal for Stalinism … It was Stalinism before the fact.”47 The scale of the Stalinist terror lay in the attempt of the October Revolution to overcome the bourgeois order,

It was the atmosphere of total arbitrariness and uncertainty … that allowed Stalin to live out his fantasies of total power and sate his lust for violence. The Bolsheviks had begun a crusade against old Russia, and in doing so floodgates had been opened, from which violence could pour unabated.48

Baberowski explicitly denies that there was any meaning behind Stalin’s terror, and presents it as the individual act of a madman, which became possible because the Revolution had opened a “space for violence”.

The terror came in waves. It gained in intensity whenever the dictator decided to give the violence free rein, and it died down again whenever he got tired of it. The violence was a product neither of the system nor of social conflicts.49

Throughout the book, Baberowski lines up one detailed depiction of violence after the other, without presenting any historical context even in outline. On the contrary, in order to be able to maintain his absurd thesis of unconditional violence, he has to completely omit or falsify the real historical events.

The truth is that the mass terror perpetrated by Stalin in the 1930s was not a result of the October Revolution. It was, instead, specifically directed against the socialist heritage of the Revolution. Hundreds of thousands of communists were killed in the great purges or perished in the camps of the Gulag.

The 1920s were marked in the Soviet Union by fierce battles between the ruling Stalinist clique and the Left Opposition around Leon Trotsky. While the former represented the dictatorship of the bureaucratic layer against the workers, the latter defended the internationalist programme of the October Revolution and workers’ democracy. The social and political contradictions between the bureaucracy and the working class, which expressed themselves in these battles, assumed increasingly sharper forms and led to the purges of the 1930s, the height of the Stalinist counterrevolution.

The Russian historian Vadim Rogovin summarises his extensive work on the Stalinist purges with the observation, “they represented Stalin’s only possible answer to growing opposition within the communist movement both inside and outside the Soviet Union.”50 Trotsky himself proposed a similar characterisation of the great Stalinist terror.

The “purges”, monstrous both in scale and methods, reflect the unbearable tension in relations between the Soviet bureaucracy and the people. ... Stalin carried out this purge not as the vain caprice of an oriental despot; he was compelled to do it by his struggle to preserve power.51

In the introduction to Trotsky’s major work The Revolution Betrayed, David North compellingly summarises the reasons for the growth of the bureaucracy under Stalin’s leadership. It involved fundamental social processes.

While the belated development of capitalism in Russia had made possible the creation of the Soviet state, the unexpected delay in the victorious development of the world socialist revolution was the principal cause of its degeneration. The form assumed by that degeneration was the massive growth of the bureaucracy in the apparatus of the Soviet state and the Bolshevik Party and the extraordinary concentration of power in its hands.52

But Baberowski is interested in neither the political conflicts nor their social contexts, primarily because they contradict his fatuous theory of violence. In the entire book of 600 pages, he devotes a mere four pages to the struggles of the 1920s. There, he sees the striving for “influence and power” as the essential reasons for the conflicts, which only “superficially” concerned “differing notions”.53 Baberowski later declares that the Trotskyists were merely a “handful of helpless Communists” and Stalin’s fear of an “existential threat” to his rule had been a fantasy.54 He submits absolutely no evidence to support such a thesis.

In his attempt to portray Stalinism as the inevitable consequence of the Revolution, Baberowski goes far beyond these omissions and trivialisations. He resorts to blatant falsifications. A particularly odious example is his depiction of Trotsky’s vision of the new human being.

Trotsky had explained his views on the development of the “new man” in socialist society in a section of his booklet Literature and Revolution. He describes there how the personalities of people in a truly democratic society will unfold and develop, when important social decisions will carry along “large popular masses”.55 Trotsky explains how unconscious political, economic, and cultural processes will be brought into human consciousness and thus make people the masters of society and of their own natures. The text stresses the October Revolution’s aim to create a society “in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all”. 56

Having very selectively quoted from Trotsky’s text, Baberowski then turns its meaning upside-down. Instead of the self-empowerment of human beings, he implies they are conditioned to accept dictatorship and oppression, in the form experienced particularly under German National Socialism and, in weaker fashion, also in the Stalinised Soviet Union. With regard to Trotsky’s conceptions, Baberowski writes,

For the Bolshevik leaders, violence was more than just a means to an end. The cult of violence and killing was instead an integral part of the Bolshevik worldview. In this conception of the world violent perpetrators were indeed the New Men. ... and this was why the New Man needed to discipline his body. … to transform it into a standardized machine that had no will of its own and belonged instead to the collective.57

Through his groundless falsification of Trotsky’s views, Baberowski seeks to identify Bolshevism with Stalinism. For the same reason, he completely dismisses the tremendous social progress that was inaugurated by the October Revolution and subsequently largely undone by the Stalinist dictatorship. This includes the ending of the world war, the socialisation of the means of production, the redistribution of the land, the establishment of equality for women, and the right to national self-determination for oppressed ethnic groups, and an unprecedented flowering of art and culture.

Baberowski distorts not only the actions and aims of the Bolsheviks; his one-sided portrayal of violence also distorts the true character of the Stalinist regime. Stalinist rule was based on a fundamental contradiction, which accounted for the brutal nature of the regime. While the bureaucracy suppressed the workers and rode roughshod over all socialist ideals, it owed its status to the workers’ state and the property relations created by the October Revolution. The socialist property relations enabled unprecedented social and economic development. Despite its Stalinist degeneration, the first workers’ state therefore proved tremendously attractive to the workers of the Soviet Union and the world.

Only by acknowledging this is it possible to explain the heroic struggle of the Soviet workers and peasants against the forces of Nazism. Although Stalin had decapitated the Red Army and made numerous devastating strategic mistakes, Soviet soldiers fought bitterly against fascism with all their might. They did so because they were defending the conquests of the Revolution against the fascist threat.

These issues are irrelevant as far as Baberowski is concerned. In his version of World War II, the Soviet workers and peasants were driven to fight at the front solely by Stalin’s immediate threats of violence. “In the heat of battle, ideas are irrelevant,” Baberowski writes. “Ideologies only come into play after the war when it becomes necessary to find meaning in the sacrifices.”58

As in the case of the Revolution, Baberowski presents the anti-fascist struggle of the Red Army as a mere outburst of violence. In doing so, he ignores as far as possible the historical context of the German invasion, and proceeds with falsifications and exaggerations. Christoph Dieckmann points out that Baberowski summarily triples the number of Wehrmacht prisoners killed by the Red Army during the retreat from Lviv, and reproduces German war myths without further comment.59

Revision of earlier theses

The positions formulated by Baberowski in his 2012 book Scorched Earth are revisions of his earlier theses. The book is a reworking of his 2003 work, The Red Terror (Der Rote Terror). There, Baberowski still promotes the classical anti-communist view that Stalinism was a logical consequence of Marxism’s striving for modernity (Modernisierungsstreben). The Bolsheviks were “eager pupils of the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment”. Russian backwardness meant this had led directly to Stalin’s terror. “For them [the Bolsheviks], the state was a gardener who transformed wild landscapes into symmetrically laid-out parks.”60

In the preface to Scorched Earth, Baberowski now declares that he no longer likes these theses and that much of what he wrote in the past seems to be “nonsense”. In line with his theory of violence, he now no longer sees the ordering power of the state (ordnenden Staat), but rather the dissolution of the social order, as the basis of Stalinism. “The Soviet Union of the 1930s was not governed by bureaucracies and regulations but by patrons and clients. At the top was the dictator, who drew his power from the loyalty of his vassals in the provinces.” Violence is no longer attributable to the pursuit of modernisation, but to the brutality of backwardness: “The modern quest for clarity was only able to truly unfold its lethal effects in those premodern spaces where the delusional notions of fanatical ideologues knew no limits.”61

Baberowski now refers to his earlier thesis, based on the work of sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, as “an unverified claim.”62 He is doubtlessly right about that. But he also fails to provide any factual historical evidence for his new views on violence, nor does he explain the reasons for his revision. If a scholar revises his previous positions, one would expect him to have intensively investigated the relevant sources, reconsidered earlier assessments in their light, and thereby substantiated his new thesis. Not so with Baberowski. Proceeding according to his anti-rational theory of history, he is not interested in understanding historical events, but in misusing them to develop theories about the formation of identity and ideology.

The thrust of his new conception is clear: When “spaces of violence beyond state control” lead to terrorism and barbarism, then there is justification for intervention on the part of the great powers, which stand for public order and peace. Despite the outright reactionary character of his modernisation thesis, it nevertheless contained an element of criticism aimed at colonialism and imperialism. Irma Kreiten, who has sometimes collaborated with Baberowski, attributes his change in direction to his work for the Centre for Military History and Social Sciences of the German Armed Forces (ZMSBw), and shows that he glorified the colonial policy of the tsarist empire in his recent writings.63

However, the real thrust of Baberowski’s approach goes far beyond this. Essentially, he is concerned with the relativisation of Nazi crimes and the rehabilitation of German imperialism. In view of German fascism’s industrially and militarily precision-planned extermination of European Jews, the assertion that twentieth century barbarism was focussed in regions beyond state control is a groundless historical distortion. The same applies to the claim that the violence of World War II was not a consequence of any political motives.

A reading of Scorched Earth reveals extremely clearly what Baberowski is actually doing with his theory of violence. Having depoliticised and decontextualised the violence of the twentieth century, he equates Soviet and Nazi violence. Where he declared in The Red Terror that fascist terror “eclipsed” that of the Soviet Union,64 he now makes them appear at least on a par.65

Relativisation of Nazi crimes and rehabilitation of German imperialism

In the light of Baberowski’s approach to the Second World War, all his omissions, distortions, and falsifications of Soviet history acquire a new significance. His descriptions of the Bolsheviks and of Soviet society conjure up scenes of barbaric hordes just waiting to overrun civilised Europe. It is no coincidence that his depictions of the Bolsheviks have a striking resemblance to the propaganda of the Nazis. Baberowski’s description of drunken Russian workers joining with the Bolsheviks in unbridled violence, show an astonishing similarity to the remarks of Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels. At a Nazi Party rally in 1936, Goebbels declared,

Bolshevism has at least one very definite advantage over all other groups that hold political power—excepting those who face it with absolute and downright opposition. It mobilises recklessly the lower grades of mankind which exist among the dregs of every nation and are opposed to the State and the ideas which sustain it. It is the organisation of the lowest instincts of a people aiming at the destruction of all productive and valuable elements in a race.66

Apart from its racist elements, this ranting resembles that of Baberowski. Goebbels’ diatribe was part of the immediate preparation for war against the Soviet Union. In his speech, Goebbels states that the Soviet Union was preparing for war against Germany, and only waiting for an opportune moment to strike. And Baberowski is with Goebbels on that matter, too. He implicitly writes in Scorched Earth that Stalin wanted to wage war against Germany,

Stalin and his followers were at last truly in their element. There was nothing the dictator enjoyed more than waging wars that he could win.67

Baberowski fails to supply even one factual reference to justify this outrageous claim. Except in Nazi propaganda, there is absolutely no evidence to support it.

Baberowski’s lies serve to present the German invasion of the Soviet Union as an act of self-defence. By suggesting that barbarian hordes of the Soviet Union were only waiting for the right moment to attack Germany, he implies that Hitler’s war was of a pre-emptive nature and thus justified. In order to maintain this outrageous thesis, Baberowski must deny, or at least relativise, Hitler’s aim to wage a war of annihilation against the Soviet Union. As early as 1925, Hitler had already given notice of a war of annihilation against Russia in his book Mein Kampf and he confirmed this intention again and again. A number of his Führer decrees had ordered the destruction of the “Soviet-Jewish intelligentsia” and, at a later stage, large parts of the civilian population in the region. According to the racist conceptions of the Nazis, “Lebensraum in the East” was to be created in this way. The General Plan East foresaw the decimation of the Slavic population by 30 million people.

According to Baberowski, however, it was not German imperialism and the Nazis’ racist lust to destroy (Vernichtungswille), that led to the terrorising of the civilian population and eventually the Holocaust, but the circumstances on the Eastern Front, for which the Soviet Union was mainly responsible. Baberowski writes,

In any war, such conditions are reason enough to resist the enemy and commit acts of cruelty. Such behavior can in no way be explained by ideological convictions. Hitler’s soldiers did not wage a war of Weltanschauung [ideology]. They were trapped in a war that had its own inescapable dynamic … Hitler was ill-advised in his decision to wage war against a regime for which mass violence had become second nature and whose soldiers knew how to handle this violence. Ultimately, this was an adversary that the Wehrmacht had no hope of vanquishing.68

In an earlier text, Baberowski even claimed that the Soviet Union was responsible for the war of annihilation. He wrote,

Stalin and his generals forced on the Wehrmacht a new kind of war that no longer spared the civilian population.69

These are formulations that are normally to be found only in extreme right-wing circles and among Holocaust deniers. It is an historical fact that the German troops conducted an historically unprecedented regime of occupation, which culminated in the industrial extermination of European Jewry. The Nazis murdered three million Jews in the occupied territories of the Soviet Union alone. Overall, approximately 27 million Soviet citizens were killed, more than half of whom were civilians. That the Soviet Union won the battle against this monstrous regime was not because mass violence had become second nature to the Russians, but rather, among other things, because of the heroic struggle of the Red Army and the industrial superiority of the Soviet Union, which produced significantly more effective military equipment from 1942 onwards. The crimes of the Stalinist bureaucracy, on the other hand, had actually weakened the military effectiveness of the Red Army.70

Baberowski leaves no doubt that he regards German fascism and the Holocaust as less brutal than the Stalinist dictatorship in the Soviet Union:

There was no country in which class antagonisms could have been worse or the privileges of the ruling caste greater, no country in which people could have lived in greater fear than in Stalin’s Soviet Union.71

Baberowski is even more explicit in a text from 2009,

The differences between the systems [of Stalinism and Nazism] become wider when their pre-war history is included. And from a moral perspective, the comparison does not favour the Bolsheviks.72

After the war began, the fascists had merely imitated the Bolsheviks,

The war in the East made it possible for them to act according to their thinking and realise their plans to kill millions of people. In that respect, Hitler and his helpers were catching up with what Stalin and his followers had already accomplished in the Soviet Union.73

In addition, he discounts as negligible the terror that the Nazis exercised against the communists, social democrats, Jews, homosexuals, etc., living in Germany,

Unlike the Nazis, the Bolsheviks not only waged war against foreign enemies; they also killed off those on the domestic front.74

And he declares elsewhere,

But within Germany, the dictatorship remained a dictatorship by consent, supported by loyal citizens and intimidating only a minority.75

Finally, Baberowski even severs the Holocaust itself from its roots in German imperialism and Nazi ideology, portraying it as a mere escalation of violence on the Eastern Front. He states that the Soviet Union would also have organised industrial extermination of ethnic groups, if it had not had enough room for their deportation,

But how did it happen that the Stalinist spiral of violence did not result in industrially organised mass murder? ... The regime was able to send stigmatised populations to Central Asia and thereby take them out of the “danger zone”. The ethnic and social “land consolidation” of the empire was possible only because the rulers in the Asian part of the Soviet Union were able to establish new areas of ambivalence, where their enemies could be left to themselves.76

These have been just a few of the dozens of formulations Baberowski employs time and again to justify Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union and downplay the crimes of the Nazis. The conceptions Baberowski formulates today go far beyond the positions promoted by Nolte in 1986.

Reception

Unlike in the 1980s, however, there has been no opposition to Baberowski’s theses in the official media outlets. Although Scorched Earth was sharply criticised by scholarly reviewers,77 none of this reached the general public. Instead, Baberowski’s revisionist work Scorched Earth earned him the prize for nonfiction at the 2012 Leipzig Book Fair.

That no protest is raised against Baberowski’s theses today is due not to the quality of his arguments, but to the bankruptcy of his erstwhile critics. Over the last thirty years, a substantial shift to the right has taken place in sections of the former left-wing academic milieu.

Jürgen Habermas, one of the protagonists of the Historikerstreit (historians’ dispute), had only provided weak arguments against Nolte in the 1980s. Since then, he has consistently moved even further to the right. In 1998, he justified the first wartime deployment of the German army since the Second World War. At the time, he declared to Die Zeit weekly that, because of its history, Germany had a duty to wage war against Serbia.78 Hans-Ulrich Wehler had initiated the Historikerstreit and delivered some valuable historical arguments against Nolte. He died in July 2014, having become a defender of the racist Social Democrat Thilo Sarrazin and his xenophobic arguments.

Hans Mommsen, who in the 1980s had put forward some very important arguments about the fundamental differences between the Stalinist Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, wrote the foreword for the earlier cited 2006 revisionist work by Baberowski and Doering-Manteuffel,79 commending it strongly.

Significantly, Baberowski is applauded by representatives of the Left Party. The party’s newspaper Neues Deutschland (New Germany) wrote a paean to Scorched Earth, in which Baberowski is referred to as a “keen investigator of archives that have finally been opened”, who had “uncovered the criminal nature of Stalin’s psyche.”80 The review explicitly supports Baberowski’s falsification of the October Revolution and Stalinism,

Lenin’s putschist revolutionary assault on Russian history; the radical jackboot march of the Bolsheviks over the potential flowering of civil society; that insane struggle of the new minority-supported state power against war and exploitation, generating only further war and more misery; frenzied collectivisation that ignited fires of hatred between town and country—all this created that perpetually fragile state, that chaos, in which Stalin’s pathological lust for cruelty, disguised under the pathetically pious banner of a liberating leadership, was able to continue for years.81

Baberowski’s revisionist positions are not even mentioned in the article. The same applies to reviews of his book by the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation and by Left Party federal parliamentarian Halina Wawzyniak. In her discussion of the book, the latter expressly emphasises the thesis of a continuity between Bolshevism and Stalinism.82 Philipp Reemtsma’s theories of violence also appeal to Left Party ideologues, such as Michael Brie, as this author was able to ascertain.

Evrim Sommer, Left Party deputy in the Berlin city parliament, invited Baberowski to a discussion in her Lichtenberg constituency in May 2015, ousting from the meeting anyone who might possibly raise critical questions. She herself explicitly backed Baberowski, and attacked the students from Humboldt University for their criticism.

The adoption of this clear position, on the part of substantial segments of formerly left-wing and liberal academics and politicians, expresses a particular social orientation. The more that social polarisation increases and militarism is promoted, the more the affluent sections of the middle classes and their advocates turn to the ruling elites. Following the restoration of capitalism in the Soviet Union and the reunification of Germany, they have abandoned all inhibitions, and formulate their own social interests ever more openly.

The theories of postmodernism, which find their apogee in the work of Jörg Baberowski, smoothed the way for the rightward move of these layers. During the presentation of his book The Russian Revolution and the Unfinished Twentieth Century at the Leipzig Book Fair in 2015, David North aptly summed up the basics of postmodernism,

[It is] theoretically based on a subjective idealistic irrationalism, politically motivated by hostility to socialism, and socially rooted in the material interests of the ruling class and affluent sections of the middle class.83

In recent years, social conflicts have further sharpened in line with the return of German militarism. The federal government’s aggressive foreign policy is opposed by the overwhelming majority of the population. Enforcement of a such policy, therefore, requires authoritarian measures on a political level, combined with historical falsifications and lies on an ideological level.

Jörg Baberowski embodies both elements. He combines his malicious tirades against the October Revolution, and the relativisation of Nazi crimes, with the demand for a more aggressive foreign policy. During a panel discussion at the German Historical Museum in October 2014, he adopted a decidedly casual manner to explain how important it was that “Germany accepts responsibility, especially in conflicts that affect it.”

In doing so, one must “be aware that this is going to cost a lot of money, and soldiers and weapons will have to be sent into a power vacuum,” Baberowski said. He added that this would require “political will and political strategy. And most importantly, it will have to be openly said, if it’s to be successful, that we have to get involved. And it must be worthwhile for us to do so. It will cost money. We’ll have to send in troops. These countries like Iraq and Syria and Libya are no longer able to solve their problems by themselves.”

In order to defeat the terrorists, Baberowski finally proposes nothing less than employing the methods of a war of annihilation. His exact words were,

And if one is not willing to take hostages, burn villages, hang people and spread fear and terror, as the terrorists do, if one is not prepared to do such things, then one can never win such a conflict and it is better to keep out altogether.84

That such statements, as well as Baberowski’s pernicious falsifications of history, not only remain unchallenged in the media and academia, but are actually supported and defended by them, is a sign of the debased state of the German intelligentsia. This social layer has become a central pillar of German militarism.

The fight for historical truth is therefore intimately connected with the struggle against militarism and its roots in capitalism. As much as workers need to understand history to be able to intervene independently in political events, the political movement of the working class also needs a historiography that is oriented towards uncovering the truth.
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