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INTRODUGTION

The forests of Taunus were flooded with a dark human tide . .. .

After nightfall, fires flared at regular intervals along the hillside.
Each time a new light pierced the blackness, thousands of loud-
speakers roared: “The goal is in sight.” Many were dressed in ‘festive
shepherds’ garb’ and wore ornamental badges. There were also many
uniforms similar to those of the former Wehrmacht, except that the
swastika had been replaced by a shepherd’s staff with a ribbon, the
ends of which were gripped in the beaks of doves.

Ten minutes before midnight, Friedolin appeared on a clearance
where a pile of wood had been prepared. He was accompanied by the
Shepherds, five field marshal generals, two grand admirals, and one air
general ... .

In the clearing a few hundred guests of honor — Germans as well as
foreigners — were waiting . . . .

A field marshal general held a silver microphone. Thousands of
loudspeakers transmitted Friedolin’s shrill cry: “The Fourth and
Eternal Reich is in sight!’

Then the pile of wood in the clearing flared up. The human mass
roared; power gathered like a thunderhead.”

As World War II was winding down in the fall of 1944, the
American-based Austrian writer, Erwin Lessner, published a dysto-
pian novel, Phantom Victory, that gave voice to a burgeoning fear
among many people in the English-speaking world. The novel’s plot,
set in the years 1945-60, portrayed a humble, but charismatic
shepherd named Friedolin replacing Adolf Hitler as Germany’s
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2 | The Fourth Reich

new Fithrer and leading the nation in a renewed bid for world
power. Phantom Victory reflected growing concerns that the dangers
of the recent past might return in the near future. At the time of the
novel’s publication, Allied forces were rapidly driving the
Wehrmacht back into German territory. The novel’s conclusion,
however, implied that military might would not be enough to guar-
antee a final triumph. Unless the Allies remained vigilant about
preventing the revival of Nazi ideas, the impending defeat of the
Third Reich might prove fleeting — a “phantom victory” — and be
followed by the rise of an even deadlier Fourth Reich.

Lessner’s narrative was one of the first to articulate a fear
that has hovered over the entire postwar era. Ever since the collapse
of the Third Reich in 1945, a specter has haunted western life — the
specter of resurgent Nazism. Throughout Europe and North
America, anxieties have persisted about unrepentant Nazis returning
to power and establishing a Fourth Reich. These anxieties have been
expressed not only in novels like Lessner’s, but in political jere-
miads, journalistic exposés, mainstream films, prime-time television
shows, and popular comic books. They have imagined a range of
threats — political coups, terrorist attacks, and military invasions —
emanating from a variety of settings, including Germany, Latin
America, and the United States. Fears of a Fourth Reich have fluc-
tuated over time, swelling in certain eras and ebbing in others. But
the nightmare they have envisioned has never come to pass. Thus
far, the prospect of a revived Reich has remained confined to the
imagination.

It may initially seem pointless to examine the history of the
Fourth Reich. After all, history is commonly understood as the doc-
umentation and interpretation of events that actually happened. Yet,
as Hugh Trevor-Roper eloquently observed more than a generation
ago, “history is not merely what happened: it is what happened in the
context of what might have happened.”* It is a fact that no Fourth
Reich came into being in the years following World War II. But could
it have? Can reflecting on such a counterfactual question teach us
anything about real history? This book suggests that the answer
is yes.

From today’s perspective, postwar fears of a Fourth Reich
appear grossly exaggerated. Germany did not descend into dictatorship
after 1945. Instead, the country became a stable democracy. It is entirely
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3/ Introduction

appropriate, therefore, to view postwar German history as a success
story. Yet doing so runs the risk of portraying the country’s democra-
tization as more or less inevitable. It implies that a Fourth Reich was
destined to remain an unrealized nightmare. Whether or not this claim is
true is hard to say. Until now, there has been little serious research on
the subject of the Fourth Reich. As a result, historians have remained
ignorant about its complex postwar history. They have generally over-
looked the fact that in every phase of the Federal Republic’s existence,
fears persisted throughout the western world that a new Reich was on
the horizon. They have neglected to examine the reasons for these fears.
And they have failed to ask — let alone answer — the question of whether
these fears had any basis in reality. This latter omission is particularly
problematic, for there were more than a few episodes after 1945 when
Germany faced serious threats from Nazi groups seeking to return to
power. All of these efforts ultimately failed. But it is worth investigating
whether they might have succeeded. By revisiting these episodes and
imagining scenarios in which they might have unfolded differently, we
can better gauge the validity of postwar anxieties.

By examining the history of what might have happened,
moreover, we can better understand the memory of what actually
did. The evolution of the Fourth Reich as an idea in postwar western
intellectual and cultural life reflects how people have remembered
the twelve-year history of the Third Reich. The idea’s evolution,
however, does not merely show how people have passively remem-
bered the events of the past. It shows how they have actively
employed those memories to shape the future. The fear of a Nazi
return to power has long driven public efforts to prevent such a
possibility from actually transpiring. The fear has galvanized people
to prevent a Nazi revival not only in Germany, but anywhere in the
world. Over the course of the postwar era, the Fourth Reich has
become universalized into a global signifier of resurgent Nazism and
fascism. In the process, the idea has functioned like a self-fulfilling
prophecy in reverse. By inspiring popular vigilance, its existence in
the realm of ideas has prevented its realization in reality. In order to
understand this paradoxical phenomenon, it is necessary to examine
the origins and evolution of the Fourth Reich in western conscious-
ness. In so doing, we can see how postwar history has been shaped
by a specter.
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4 | The Fourth Reich

Historicizing the Fourth Reich

There has been little systematic research thus far on the Fourth
Reich. As a result, most people have been exposed to the topic through
sensationalistic stories in the mass media. For decades, but especially
since the turn of the millennium, European newspapers in countries
from Spain to Russia have warned of a Fourth Reich — none more
frequently than British tabloids, which have regularly published stories
with excitable headlines, such as “MI5 Files: Nazis Planned ‘Fourth
Reich’ in Post-War Europe” and “Dawn of the Fourth Reich: Why
Money is Fuelling New European Fears of a Dominant Germany.”?
Similar stories have appeared in the American press, particularly since
the election of Donald Trump in 2016, with one recent journalist
dramatically declaring that the efforts of left-wing “antifa” groups to
combat the “alt-right” were part of a larger campaign to “guard ...
against a Fourth Reich.”# Further contributing to this sensationalizing
trend have been non-academic studies that have linked the idea of a
Fourth Reich to various global conspiracies. Books such as Jim Marrs’
The Rise of the Fourth Reich: The Secret Societies That Threaten to
Take Over America (2008) and Glen Yeadon’s The Nazi Hydra in
America: Suppressed History of a Century — Wall Street and the Rise
of the Fourth Reich (2008) have made outlandish assertions that have
done little to shore up the topic’s claim to academic credibility.’

The proliferation of such sensationalistic texts helps explain
why historians have shied away from studying the Fourth Reich. This
is not to say that they have entirely avoided it. In fact, scholars and other
writers have produced monographs, journal articles, and opinion pieces
with eye-catching titles prominently featuring the phrase “The Fourth
Reich.”® Yet, after grabbing readers’ attention, these works have gen-
erally failed to explain the idea in any significant depth and show how it
was perceived, used, and exploited. Similar shortcomings have marked
academic studies that have mentioned, but never sufficiently defined, the
idea of the Fourth Reich. In her book, A History of Germany 1918—
2008, for example, Mary Fulbrook asserted that, after the end of World
War II, “many [Germans] saw the occupation by the Allies as a ‘Fourth
Reich,” no better than the Third.”” Similarly, in his study, The Nazi
Legacy, Magnus Linklater declared that, after 1945, “the German
people, totally exhausted by war and politics, thought only of survival:
a kilo of potatoes ... mattered more than dreams of a Fourth Reich.”®

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108497497
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49749-7 — The Fourth Reich
Gavriel D. Rosenfeld

Excerpt

More Information

9 / Introduction

These two passages employ very different understandings of the Fourth
Reich; yet because neither goes on to interpret the concept in any further
depth, its significance remains unclear.” The failure of scholars to
advance our understanding of the Fourth Reich has been compounded
by historians who have dismissed the concept altogether. In his book,
The Third Reich at War, Richard Evans flatly declared that “history
does not repeat itself. There will be no Fourth Reich.”*® In The Nature
of Fascism, Roger Griffin dismissed “fears ... [of] a Fourth Reich in
Germany” as “hysterical.”"* And in The Spirit of the Berlin Republic,
Dieter Dettke concluded that “it is inconceivable that the Berlin
Republic will ever be a Fourth German Reich.”"* These curt responses
are understandable given the sensationalistic invocations of the concept.
But by dismissing its seriousness, they discourage efforts to probe its
deeper history.

In light of how the Fourth Reich has been under-theorized and
under-documented, it is high time for it to be historicized. Doing so
requires uncovering the term’s origins and tracing its evolution in wes-
tern intellectual, political, and cultural discourse. This task entails
examining the ways that the Fourth Reich has been imagined by intel-
lectuals, politicians, journalists, novelists, and filmmakers. It necessi-
tates explaining how the idea’s evolution has reflected broader political
and cultural forces. Finally, it involves understanding how the concept
relates to broader questions of history and memory.

The Fourth Reich as Symbol

The first step towards historicizing the Fourth Reich involves
recognizing its semantic ambiguity."? At the most basic level, the Fourth
Reich is a linguistic symbol — that is to say, a word or a phrase that
employs description or suggestion to communicate some kind of mean-
ing in relation to some external entity."* The Fourth Reich is also a
metaphor, a phrase that means one thing literally, but is used figura-
tively to represent something else. Most importantly, the Fourth Reich is
a slogan. It is a highly rhetorical signifier that employs an attention-
grabbing phrase in order to inform and persuade. The phrase can be
aspirational or oppositional, positive or negative, but it reformulates
complex social and political ideas into more simplified terms. In so
doing, a slogan forges solidarity among people of varying political
views by giving them a common idea to rally around. At the same
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6 / The Fourth Reich

time, a slogan can also foster social polarization by sparking opposition
from groups whose members believe differently.”’

From its inception up to the present day, the Fourth Reich has
displayed nearly all of these characteristics. As an omnipresent symbol,
metaphor, and slogan in postwar western life, it has long been defined
by ambiguity. This is especially true in a temporal sense. As a term, the
Fourth Reich has mostly been used to refer to the future — to a reality yet
to come. But it has also been used to refer to the present — to a reality that
(allegedly) has already come to be. The Fourth Reich is also ambiguous
in a spatial sense. It has mostly been employed to refer to a future or
present-day Germany, but it has been applied to other countries as well.
In both realms — temporal and spatial - the Fourth Reich has commu-
nicated denotative as well as connotative meaning. It has been used
literally, symbolically, and metaphorically to describe a current or
future reality — whether democratic or totalitarian — in multiple locales.
It has also been employed rhetorically to evoke competing views about
that reality. These views have been both positive and negative; they have
expressed fantasies as well as fears. In both cases, the idea of the Fourth
Reich has galvanized support as well as opposition. In doing so, it has
won the allegiance, and aroused the enmity, of millions of people in
Germany and around the world. For all of these reasons, tracing the
history of the Fourth Reich provides a deeper understanding of one of
the postwar era’s more influential, albeit under-examined, ideas.

The Fourth Reich and Postwar German History

Historicizing the Fourth Reich opens up new perspectives on
postwar German history. It is especially useful in helping us rethink the
Federal Republic’s main “master narrative.” Scholars have traditionally
portrayed Germany’s postwar development as a “success story”
(Erfolgsgeschichte).™® They have attributed this success to a range of
factors, including the reconstructionist thrust of the western Allies’
occupation policy, the prosperity generated by the country’s economic
miracle (Wirtschaftswunder), the stability afforded by Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer’s pursuit of western integration (Westbindung), and
the salutary effects of the country’s overall “modernization.” Politicians
have long embraced the belief that this combination of factors made
Germany a model to emulate — most notably, Chancellor Helmut
Schmidt, who, in 1976, coined the famous campaign phrase, “Modell
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Deutschland.”*” The “success story” narrative has also been institutio-
nalized in museums, such as the Haus der Geschichte in Bonn, whose
permanent exhibit presents an unmistakable story of progress from
dictatorship to democracy.*® Despite this consensus, however, some
issues remain debated. Scholars have disagreed about when postwar
Germany became stabilized once and for all, with conservatives point-
ing to the mid 1950s and liberals dating it to the country’s liberal
“second founding” in the 1960s and 1970s."” Most agree, however,
that with German reunification in the years 1989—90, the country’s
success was clinched. By this point, Germany’s deviant historical path
of development (or Sonderweg) finally came to an end.*

There is nothing inherently false with the “success story” nar-
rative, but it has sometimes lent the Federal Republic’s success an aura
of inevitability. Few historians have made this claim explicitly, but the
tendency of some to portray the country’s democratization as proceed-
ing in uninterrupted fashion makes the thesis vulnerable to certain
interpretive pitfalls.** One potential problem is “hindsight bias.” This
common fallacy uses our knowledge about the final outcome of a
historical event to portray it as overdetermined and essentially inevita-
ble; in so doing, it reproduces the familiar problems associated with
teleological or “whiggish” views of history.** To cite one example:
hindsight bias clearly informed a speech delivered by Federal President
Horst Kohler in 2005, in which he praised the “success” of Germany’s
postwar “democratic order,” concluding that “hindsight shows clearly
thatall [the] . . . decisions [that were made] were right.”*? Hindsight bias
is closely related to the equally problematic narrative strategy of “back-
shadowing,” in which historical events, decisions, and phenomena are
portrayed —and, more importantly, judged — as smoothly progressing to
inevitable outcomes that “should” have been visible to contempor-
aries.* Both of these interpretive shortcomings are related to the larger
problem of “presentism.”*’ The tendency to view the past exclusively
from the vantage point of the present brings with it inevitable distor-
tions of historical perspective. Besides promoting deterministic think-
ing, it ignores the existence of alternate paths of development and
neglects to imagine how history might have been different.

In recent years, historians have called attention to the presentist
features of postwar Germany’s master narrative. They have done so,
fittingly enough, because of important changes in present-day German
life. The “success story” narrative peaked in the years leading up to, and
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immediately following, German unification in 1990 —a time when many
Germans viewed their country’s postwar development with unadulter-
ated pride.*® Since the turn of the millennium, however, new concerns
about contemporary problems — economic stagnation, social decline,
and cultural anomie — have led scholars to critically rethink the “success
story” narrative. Some have called for questioning the postwar era’s
underlying “myths” and “dark sides.”*” Others have bemoaned the fact
that Germany’s success is taken for granted and have called for challen-
ging its aura of inevitability.>® Still others have criticized the paradigms
of “westernization,” “modernization,” and “democratization” for
being overly “whiggish.”*® From these critics’ perspective, none of
Germany’s postwar achievements had to happen. “Other paths of
development,” one observer has declared, “were ... conceivable.”?°

Yet while scholars have admitted there were alternative paths
for postwar Germany’s development, few have explored how they
might have actually unfolded. Few have speculated at length about
what specific alternatives existed. Fewer still have wondered what
their consequences would have been. Would alternative decisions have
made things better? Or would they have made them worse?

CGounterfactual History

To answer these speculative questions, it helps to employ coun-
terfactual reasoning. In recent years, scholars in the humanities and
social sciences have increasingly explored “what if” questions in their
academic work. They have produced extended, “long form counter-
factuals” devoted to speculating on such varied subjects as Darwin’s
theory of evolution, World War I, and the Holocaust.?" They have
interjected briefer, “medium form counterfactuals” into narratives on
the rise of the west, the Enlightenment, and the dictatorship of Joseph
Stalin.?* And they have produced fleeting, “short form counterfactuals”
on a myriad other topics. In so doing, scholars have challenged the view
that history pertains only to events that actually happened and have
instead explored events that never happened. They have produced
“fantasy scenarios” to show how events could have turned out better;
they have imagined “nightmare scenarios” to show how events might
have been worse; and they have entertained “stasis scenarios” to show
how history ultimately had to happen as it did. In the process, they have
embraced diverse rhetorical strategies to convince readers of their

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108497497
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-49749-7 — The Fourth Reich
Gavriel D. Rosenfeld

Excerpt

More Information

9 / Introduction

scenarios’ plausibility. They have employed causal, emotive, temporal,
spatial, existential, and manneristic counterfactuals in order to appeal
to readers’ emotions and reason.>?

This recent scholarship makes clear that counterfactual reason-
ing is indispensable for understanding historical causality.
Counterfactuals are embedded in all causal claims: when we declare
that “x caused y,” for instance, we implicitly affirm that “y would not
have occurred in the absence of x.”3* Counterfactuals can also help us
differentiate between different levels of causality: between immediate,
intermediate, and distant causes; between exceptional and general
causes; and between necessary and sufficient causes.?’ To be sure, it
can be difficult to distinguish between the relative importance of such
causes, but as Max Weber argued over a century ago, we can determine
a single factor’s significance in causing a historical event by imagina-
tively eliminating (or altering) the former and speculating on how doing
so would affect the latter.3® By revealing the relationship of events that
did and did not happen, counterfactuals enable us to sort out the relative
influence of contingency and determinism in historical events.
Counterfactuals enable us to rethink teleological views of history — in
particular, the distorting effects of hindsight bias and backshadowing —
and reveal the alternative paths that history might have followed.?”
Ultimately, counterfactual history provides historians with a new and
important arrow in their methodological quiver as they pursue the
elusive ideal of historical truth. Skeptics may question whether explor-
ing events that never happened can bring us closer to this ideal. But as
John Stuart Mill pointed out long ago, we acquire a “clearer perception
and livelier impression of truth” once it is brought into “collision with

»3% Similarly, we can better understand what actually happened in

error.
the past by examining it alongside what might have happened.
Pursuing this unconventional path of analysis is not only profit-
able, but timely. We are living in an era that is inclined to counterfactual
thinking. Speculative thought thrives in periods of rapid change. While
orthodox views of the past are easy to maintain in periods of stability,
revisionist challenges gain support in eras of upheaval. It is easy to take
history’s course for granted — to perceive it as deterministically preor-
dained — when the existing order is not threatened by any looming
alternatives; by contrast, when the status quo begins to break down in
the face of new forces, alternative paths of development become increas-
ingly clear.?® The current interest in counterfactuals reflects this same
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trend. Although “what ifs?” were hardly unknown during the cold war,
they proliferated after its conclusion. The end of the comparatively
stable, bipolar world brought about a new era of uncertainty marked
by unexpected crises. They began in the 1990s with the Yugoslav Civil
War, intensified after the turn of the millennium with the global “war on
terror,” and reached a climax after 2008, with the eruption of the Great
Recession and the rise of right-wing and left-wing populism. All of these
developments cast doubt upon previous certainties — especially the
efficacy of capitalism and the inevitability of democracy — and stimu-
lated the tendency to speculate about how the past and present might
have turned out differently.*°

Counterfactuals and Postwar German History

This new climate has shaped perceptions of postwar German
history. Until recently, the validity of the Federal Republic’s “success
story” narrative was more or less taken for granted. When the narrative
became solidified in the years leading up to the Federal Republic’s
fortieth anniversary in 1989, there was little reason to question West
Germany’s commitment to democracy and the western alliance; there
was even less reason to question these commitments during the euphoric
period following unification in 1990, when Francis Fukuyama’s claims
about the inevitable triumph of liberalism made postwar Germany’s
democratization seem equally inevitable.*" The growing uncertainty of
the contemporary world, however, has challenged this deterministic
viewpoint. It has also helped us appreciate the insecurities of the early
postwar era. Because at the time of this writing (2018) we do not know
the ultimate outcome of the “war on terror,” the future of the post-
Brexit EU, or the fate of the United States under President Donald
Trump, we can better grasp the concerns of people who, after 19435,
feared that Germany’s young democracy might be threatened by a
Fourth Reich. Aware as we are about our own world’s contingent
character, we are more likely to entertain “what ifs?” about the postwar
period.

It may sound unorthodox to speculate about events that might
have happened, but German scholars have long sensed the potential in
such an enterprise. Already a generation ago, Hans-Peter Schwarz
argued that postwar German history could profitably be explained
through the concept of “the catastrophe that never was.”** By
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