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Ever since the collapse of the Third Reich, anxieties have persisted about
Nazism’s revival in the form of a Fourth Reich. Gavriel D. Rosenfeld
reveals, for the first time, these postwar nightmares of a future that never
happened and explains what they tell us about western political, intellec-
tual, and cultural life. He shows how postwar German history might have
been very different without the fear of the Fourth Reich as a mobilizing idea
to combat the right-wing forces that genuinely threatened the country’s
democratic order. He then explores the universalization of the Fourth Reich
by left-wing radicals in the 1960s, its transformation into a source of pop
culture entertainment in the 1970s, and its embrace by authoritarian popu-
lists and neo-Nazis seeking to attack the European Union since the year
2000. This is a timely analysis of a concept that is increasingly relevant in an
era of surging right-wing politics.

Gavriel D. Rosenfeld is Professor of History at Fairfield University. He has
published widely on the Third Reich, the Holocaust, and the Second World
War, including Hi Hitler! How the Nazi Past is Being Normalized in
Contemporary Culture, which won the Sybil Halpern Milton Memorial
Book Prize for the best book dealing with Nazi Germany and the
Holocaust.
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PREFAGE

What kind of person would write about something that he

knows doesn’t exist?
Philip K. Dick

There is no Fourth Reich. There never has been. So why would
anyone write a historical study about it? Philip K. Dick’s question
implies that the author of such a study must be something of
a contrarian. I do not consider myself to be such a person. But I have
nonetheless been fascinated by the idea of the Fourth Reich for a very
long time. T first came across the idea while writing my books,
The World Hitler Never Made: Alternate History and the Memory of
Nazism (2005) and Hi Hitler! How the Nazi Past is Being Normalized
in Contemporary Culture (201 5). Both dealt with the subject of counter-
factual history — with “what if?” narratives about the Third Reich.
In researching these studies, I occasionally came across works of litera-
ture, film, and television that imagined postwar Nazis trying to return to
power and establish a “Fourth Reich.” At the time, I refrained from
thinking deeply about this scenario as it was outside of my area of focus.
It did not so much examine what might have happened in the past as
what might still happen in the future.

Gradually, however, 1 realized that the concept of a Fourth
Reich was deeply historical. Over the course of the last decade,
I noticed how the concept kept surfacing in media coverage of current
events. Following the eruption of the Great Recession of 2008,
European commentators accused the German chancellor, Angela
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Merkel, of imposing a Fourth Reich on Europe by forcing other EU
countries to embrace austerity measures. Leftist political activists
branded the Israeli government a Fourth Reich because of its military
actions in Gaza and Lebanon. And American commentators raised the
alarm that President Donald Trump was threatening to establish
a Fourth Reich in the United States. Given all of these trends, I became
curious why critics were articulating their political fears in such polem-
ical fashion and began researching the Fourth Reich’s origins as
a concept. I soon realized that it had a long and complex history.
The fear of a Nazi return to power had been a constant presence in
postwar western political, intellectual, and cultural life.

Studying this fear historically is complicated, as it places us in
the difficult position of passing judgment on people who had no way of
knowing whether or not their concerns were legitimate. Today, we
enjoy the benefit of hindsight and can easily view postwar anxieties
about a Nazi return to power in Germany — or anywhere else — as
overblown. Those who lived in the early postwar years, however, had
no idea how the future would unfold. To place ourselves back into the
mindset of those people, to identify with their fears despite our subse-
quent knowledge, is challenging. But it is doable.

All of us have been held hostage by fear at one point or another
in our lives. I think back to my years growing up in the bucolic college
town of Bloomington, Indiana. In the summer of 1983, I returned from
a month away at summer camp to learn the shocking news from my
parents that our local synagogue had been damaged in an arson attack.
Unknown assailants had started a fire at the base of the Torah ark, from
which it spread to the sanctuary before being extinguished, leaving tens
of thousands of dollars of damage.® Without any break in the case,
unease persisted. Then a year later, in October of 1984, there was
another shock: a Jewish fraternity house on the campus of Indiana
University, less than a ten-minute walk from my house, was set on
fire, killing one student and injuring thirty-four others.* Having grown
up with a father who was a professor of Holocaust literature and the
director of the university’s Jewish Studies program, I was well aware of
the history of antisemitism and was convinced that a wave of anti-
Jewish violence was upon us. My fears were somewhat alleviated by
the revelation that the perpetrator of the fraternity attack had been
involved in a drunken brawl with several members earlier that night
and was seeking revenge rather than acting on antisemitic motives.? But
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they were reinforced when the FBI subsequently arrested a white
supremacist group for the synagogue attack.* Fortunately, the group’s
members were swiftly brought to justice, and the threat was neutralized.
Before long, I recognized that my fears of an antisemitic wave had been
exaggerated. The constellation of local events had been a coincidence,
not a harbinger. My knowledge of the tragic Jewish past had distorted
my view of the future.

Ever since those childhood experiences, I have been sensitive to
the paradoxes of historical memory. I am well aware of George
Santayana’s famous claim that those who forget history are condemned
to repeat it. But I am equally aware of Otto Friedrich’s observation that
“those who cannot forget the past are condemned to misunderstand
it.”’ Just as we should not be overly naive about the possible recurrence
of historical threats, we should also not be overly alarmist. This is an
admonition that is especially difficult to heed these days. We are living in
an era of omnipresent fears — of economic instability, social dislocation,
political upheaval, and cultural conflict. The clash between globalists
and nationalists, the potential “clash of civilizations” between the wes-
tern and Muslim worlds, the resurgence of authoritarian populism, the
possible return of fascism — all of these things have left us profoundly
uncertain about our collective future. Unsure how things will turn out,
we prefer to err on the side of vigilance and highlight the “lessons” of the
past in order to guard against their repetition.

It is particularly timely, therefore, to revisit how earlier genera-
tions responded to their own fears by analyzing the postwar history of
anightmare that never happened — the creation of a Fourth Reich. It may
be comforting to recognize how people not too long ago were paralyzed
by concerns that proved to be groundless. Perhaps we, too, will one day
look back on our present-day anxieties and sheepishly admit that we
worried for nothing. On the other hand, studying the Fourth Reich helps
us realize that postwar fears of a Nazi return to power were also
grounded in real dangers — ones that might have been realized had
circumstances been slightly different. By revealing how contingencies
can determine history — by reminding us that our world was hardly
inevitable — this book warns against complacency. By revealing how our
worst fears have gone unrealized, it cautions against hysteria.
By examining how people have contended with fears in the past, it
shows how they might cope with fear in the present.
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