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Summary 

What If the Worst Chapter in History Was Never Really Closed? 

Most of us learn about the Nazi regime as something safely tucked away in the past — a horrific 
chapter that the world opened, read in horror, and firmly shut. We tell ourselves it was a freak 
accident of history: one dangerous madman, one broken nation, one very dark moment that 
could never happen again. It is a comforting story. But what if it is not entirely true? 

That is the unsettling question at the heart of French historian Johann Chapoutot's work. 
Chapoutot argues that Nazism was not some alien monster that appeared from nowhere — it 
was, in fact, a deeply logical outcome of ideas that were already widespread across Europe and 
America.  

Racism, the belief that some human beings are biologically "superior" to others. Eugenics, the 
chilling idea that society should control who is allowed to reproduce. Social Darwinism, the 
misapplication of Darwin's theory of evolution to justify letting the "weak" suffer so the "strong" 
may thrive. These were not fringe ideas cooked up in a Munich basement. They were taught in 
universities, celebrated in books, and used to justify the brutal colonisation of entire continents. 

Understanding this matters enormously — not to excuse anything, but precisely the opposite: 
because if we believe Nazism was simply a random accident, we learn almost nothing useful 
from it. If, however, it was the logical endpoint of ideas we ourselves have carried, then history 
becomes a mirror. And mirrors, however uncomfortable, are extraordinarily useful. 

This article explores Chapoutot's key arguments: how Nazi ideology was rooted in mainstream 
Western thought, how powerful elites helped bring Hitler to power for their own economic 
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interests, how certain Nazi management theories quietly survived the war and shaped modern 
corporate culture, and why some historians see echoes of that history in political movements 
and economic systems today.  

The goal is not to cause panic or make easy comparisons, but to do exactly what Chapoutot 
suggests history is for — to help us think clearly, compare carefully, and avoid being fooled. 

​
​
The Myth of the Accident: Why Nazism was a Mirror, 
Not a Monster 

1. Introduction: The Comfort of the 'Aberration' 
For decades, Western historiography has sought refuge in the "monstrous parenthesis"—the 
comforting idea that the Third Reich was a freakish, irrational departure from the steady march 
of European progress. We have curated this "necessary fable" because the alternative is far too 
harrowing to contemplate. If Nazism was a monster from without, a biological or political 
accident, then our own liberal traditions remain untainted. But as the historian Johann 
Chapoutot meticulously demonstrates, Nazism was not a rupture; it was a mirror. 

To understand the Third Reich is to recognise it as the logical "precipitation" of 19th-century 
Western ideologies. It was the lethal culmination of concepts—racism, colonialism, and social 
Darwinism—that were already the standard currency of European and American intellectual life. 
By examining the structural links between historical fascism, post-war management, and the 
contemporary "Extreme Centre," we find that the mirror is still in the room. To avoid being a 
dupe of the present, we must first dismantle the myth of the past. 

2. Not an Accident, but an Achievement 
Chapoutot’s central thesis shatters the notion that the Nazi movement was a primitive or 
irrational outgrowth. Instead, he identifies it as an extreme expression of the Western "matrix." 
The movement did not invent its core tenets; it simply pushed them to their absolute conclusion. 
The roots of the regime were firmly planted in the soil of colonial expansion and 
eugenics—concepts defended not just by Munich fringe groups, but by British imperialists, 
American eugenicists like Madison Grant, and French intellectuals like Georges Vacher de 
Lapouge. 

The Nazi "Cultural Revolution" was, in truth, a radical counter-revolution. It sought to "purify" the 
Germanic race of the "humanist scoriae" of Judaeo-Christian and Enlightenment values. This 
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project looked backward to move forward, viewing the French Revolution of 1789 not as a 
moment of liberation, but as a biological disaster. Joseph Goebbels famously anchored this 
sentiment on 1 April 1933, declaring: "We have erased the year 1789 from German history." The 
Nazi project was a quest for an "archaic origin," an attempt to return the "Germanic man" to an 
instinctual state of nature, stripped of the civilising constraints of the last two centuries. 

"The idea on which Nazism would be an aberration, an outgrowth, or something radically foreign 
to what we are, is a myth... it is a necessary fable; it's an affabulation." — Johann Chapoutot 

3. The Terror of 'Scientific' Necessity 
One of the most dangerous misconceptions about the Nazi movement is that it was a gathering 
of irrational "illuminés." On the contrary, the Nazis viewed their ideology as "applied biology." By 
claiming the mantle of "scientific truth," they successfully moved political discourse away from 
the "colloquy of reasons" and into a "mineral reality" where no alternative could exist. 

Under this framework, the "law of the blood" was as indisputable as a law of physics. If the race 
was under biological threat, then "extermination" was not a moral choice to be debated, but a 
hygienic necessity to be executed. This transition from political argument to scientific inevitability 
effectively closed the space for dissent. In a world governed by biological necessity, the 
democratic debate of the agora is rendered obsolete, replaced by a cold, consequentialist logic 
that views human beings as mere Menschenmaterial (human material). 

4. The 'Buy-In'—How Elites Managed the Rise 
The narrative that Hitler was swept into power by a unified, frenzied majority is a historical 
fiction. In late 1932, the Nazi party was actually in decline, hemorrhaging millions of votes and 
facing financial exhaustion. His rise was not a triumph of the polls, but a "buy-in" by financial 
and industrial elites who saw a weakening movement as a bargain to be exploited. 

The decisive blow to the Weimar Republic was struck not in the streets, but on 4 January 1933, 
at the home of the banker Kurt von Schröder in Cologne. It was here that Franz von Papen, a 
"liberal authoritarian" and former member of the Zentrum, brokered the deal to name Hitler 
Chancellor. These elites, alongside media magnates like Alfred Hugenberg—the Bolloré of his 
day—funded the Nazis specifically to "break the electoral momentum of the left." They viewed 
the 400,000-strong SA paramilitary force as a necessary tool to crush the "Marxist threat" and 
dismantle the social democracy of Weimar. 

Primary Reasons for Elite Support: 

●​ Bulwark against Communism: A violent, militant force to eradicate the revolutionary 
left and Soviet influence. 

●​ Social Order: The restoration of authoritarian control and the absolute suppression of 
labour movements. 
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●​ Economic Opportunity: The transformation of Germany into a "zone of optimal 
investment" through massive state rearmament contracts and the destruction of the 
state-providence model. 

5. The Managerial Legacy—From the SS to the C-Suite 
The collapse of the Third Reich did not result in a total "denazification" of the West. While a few 
"28th-tier" officials were tried at Nuremberg, the underlying organisational theories were 
recycled and rebranded for the post-war corporate world. As the translator and specialist Olivier 
Mannoni has observed, this "recycling" relied on a "fog of language" that masked the continuity 
of authoritarian structures. 

The most striking example is Reinhard Höhn, an SS General and jurist who transitioned from 
Nazi power circles to become a legendary management guru in West Germany. Through his 
Akademie für Führungskräfte (Academy for Executives), Höhn trained over 600,000 managers 
in the "delegation of responsibility." 

This Nazi-era "anti-statist" model favoured aggressive, project-based "agencies" over the 
"static" bureaucracy of the state. It created a "freedom of choice" within a rigid hierarchy: the 
subordinate is "free to obey," provided they achieve the result demanded by the project. 
Mannoni notes that this results in a "dislocation of power," where the discourse of authority is 
fragmented, and the individual is left "libres d'obéir"—free to serve the machine without the 
protection of the state. 

6. The Neoliberal Connection—The Freedom of the Wolf 
Chapoutot, alongside Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz, identifies a disturbing "elective affinity" 
between neoliberalism and the authoritarian impulses of the past. Both ideologies operate on 
the principle of TINA ("There Is No Alternative"), asserting a singular, economic truth that 
renders democratic debate irrelevant. 

In France, this manifests as the "Extreme Centre," a term coined by Pierre Serna to describe 
a politics that presents itself as moderate while using authoritarian means to bypass the majority 
will. Emmanuel Macron’s frequent use of Article 49.3 to govern by decree mirrors the "liberal 
authoritarianism" of von Papen in the 1930s. When the "Extreme Centre" forms alliances with 
the far-right to dismantle social rights—as seen in the 2023 immigration law—it echoes the 1933 
bargain: sacrificing the "lambs" to preserve the freedom of the "wolves." 

Stiglitz argues that this hyper-capitalism, which views the state as a mere tool for corporate 
power, facilitates the rise of demagogues. Figures like Elon Musk, who engage in a "libertarian 
frenzy" while spreading misinformation and supporting the far-right AfD, represent the 
privatization of propaganda. In this "anthropophagous" system, the total exploitation of nature 
and people is presented as an inescapable scientific necessity. 
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"The freedom of the wolves has meant the death of the lambs... we have given freedom to the 
wolves, the freedom to exploit, and that has meant not death, but the despair of ordinary 
individuals." — Joseph Stiglitz 

7. Addendum: The Chronology of Modernity and its 
Discontents 

Date/Period Entities/Parti
es 

Key Actors & 
Roles 

Historical Context Political Consequences 

1885–1914 European 
Empires 

Madison Grant, 
Gobineau, 
Colonial Theorists 

Matrices of racism, 
eugenics, and social 
Darwinism; colonial 
expansion. 

Normalisation of racial 
hierarchy and "scientific" 
exclusion. 

1919–1933 Weimar 
Republic / 
NSDAP 

Pierre Bousquet, 
Léon Gaultier 
(Waffen-SS 
heritage) 

Post-Versailles 
humiliation; "Cultural 
Bolshevism" vs. Völkisch 
movement. 

Fragmentation of 
democracy; rise of 
"smiling fascism" to polish 
far-right images. 

Jan 1933 Hitler-Papen 
Cabinet 

Franz von Papen, 
Kurt von Schröder 

Decisive meeting at von 
Schröder’s home; elite 
"buy-in" to crush the left. 

Hitler appointed 
Chancellor; end of 
parliamentary democracy. 

1944–1945 SS / Western 
Intel 

Reinhard Höhn 
(SS General) 

Operation 
Paperclip/Overcast; the 
"non-denazification" of the 
West. 

Recycling of Nazi experts; 
birth of post-war "freedom 
of choice" management 
theory. 

2016–2025 The 
"Extreme 
Centre" / 
Far-Right 

Emmanuel 
Macron, Elon 
Musk, AfD 

Rise of liberal 
authoritarianism; use of 
Article 49.3 to bypass 
Parliament. 

Blurring of truth through a 
"fog of language"; 
re-emergence of 
fascist-like tendencies. 

8. Conclusion: The Mirror in the Room 
As we navigate the early 21st century, we find ourselves surrounded by a familiar "blurring of 
truth." Modern leaders deploy a "fog of language" and constant "provocation" to distract from the 
dismantling of social rights and the total exploitation of human potential. 

Whether it is the "Extreme Centre" governing by decree or the "libertarian frenzy" of billionaires 
masquerading as defenders of freedom, we must ask: are these simply the latest masks for a 
century-old project? If we view history as a tool to avoid being duped, the mirror of the past 
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shows us that the "freedom" being sold today is often merely the "freedom to obey" of 
yesterday. 

"History... allows us to compare, and in comparing allows us to identify, to specify, to qualify, and 
thus then to act with knowledge of the cause... and allows us not to be a dupe." — Johann 
Chapoutot 

More about Johann Chapoutot’s research 
The renowned French scholar and historian of Nazism Johann Chapoutot identifies several 
"fascist-like" (or fascistoïde) tendencies in contemporary politics that echo the 1930s. These 
revolve around the erosion of democratic dialogue and the rise of authoritarian methods within 
modern liberal states. 

Key tendencies that are recognisable in the current period include: 

●​ The Rejection of Reason and Debate: Just as the Nazis claimed their ideology was 
"applied biology," Chapoutot sees a modern claim to "absolute truth" in neoliberalism. 
This manifests as the "There Is No Alternative" (TINA) mantra, which shuts down 
democratic disagreement by presenting economic policies as indisputable scientific 
facts. 

●​ Degradation of Language: He points to a "brutalization" and "simplification" of political 
speech. This "fog of language" or "anamorphosis" deliberately distorts reality, making 
rational reflection impossible and allowing leaders to use provocative rhetoric while later 
claiming they were misunderstood. 

●​ Disdain for Democratic Results: Chapoutot highlights a dangerous trend of leaders 
refusing to accept election results or bypassing parliamentary debate through decree. He 
specifically compares the frequent use of Article 49.3 in France and the "government by 
decree" that characterized the late Weimar Republic. 

●​ The Role of "Tech Oligarchs": He notes how modern media magnates and tech 
billionaires—like Elon Musk or Vincent Bolloré (French Media magnate) use their 
platforms to control narratives, spread disinformation, and create "national fronts" 
against social democracy. 

●​ The "Extreme Center" Alliance: A central theme is the "elective affinity" between the 
"extreme center" (liberal authoritarians) and the far right. He argues that contemporary 
centrist elites often side with the far right to protect capital and dismantle social rights, 
much like the German elites who "bought in" to Hitler at his low point in 1932. 

●​ Social Darwinism and "Natural" Hierarchies: He identifies a resurgence of the belief 
in a "natural" hierarchy where society is divided into those who "succeed" and those who 
are "nothing". 
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