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Enemies of the People

How do terror and popularity merge under a dictatorship? How did the

Gestapo deal with critics of Nazism? Based on hundreds of secret-police

case files, Enemies of the People explores the day-to-day reality of political

policing under Hitler. Examining the Gestapo’s policy of “selective

enforcement,” J. Ryan Stackhouse challenges the abiding perception of

the Gestapo as policing exclusively through terror. Instead, he reveals the

complex systemof enforcement that defined the relationshipbetween state

and society in the Third Reich and helps to explain the Germans’ abiding

support for Hitler and their complicity in the regime’s crimes. Stories of

everyday life in Nazi Germany paint the clearest picture yet of just how

differently the Gestapo handled certain groups and actions, and the rou-

tine investigation, interrogation, and enforcement practices behind this

system. Enemies of the People offers penetrating insights into just how

reasonable selective enforcement appeared to Germans, and draws

unavoidable parallels with the contemporary threat of authoritarianism.

J. Ryan Stackhouse is a historian of modern Europe and Nazism. As a

Walbolt Fellow, his Ph.D. from Florida State University was honoured

with Distinction. Ryan hosts The Third Reich History Podcast, and

interviews experts about the many faces of authoritarianism on the

New Books Network.
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Preface

When I started researching this book, it never occurred to me that the

past would confront me in the headlines. I was a child of the nineties. My

first political memory is of investigating the noise downstairs to find dad

standing in front of the television as images flashed of revelers dancing

atop the Berlin Wall. He excitedly waved me to his side and began to

explain the significance of what we were witnessing as he gesticulated

wildly toward the screen. I don’t remember what he said. But I knew it

must have been important for him to be home during the afternoon. The

people on the screen were happy though. How the times have changed.

I started researching the Third Reich because I wanted to know why

people supported Nazism. The draw of Hitler’s spectacular charisma and

economic recovery after the Great Depression had always made sense to

me. So too did the scapegoating of minorities and fear of communist

revolution. But I could never square the circle with terror. Why would

people support a regime that threatened their lives?

The headlines remind us that authoritarian populists draw a line

between us and them. We are good. They are evil. A threat to our very

way of life. We only belong to us if we remain loyal to the tribe. But it is

hard to imagine being shut out of that community. Especially when we

are constantly reminded that they are different. All we must do is behave

to be rewarded. The terror protects us from them.

This is a book about how popular authoritarian regimes remain legit-

imate. It is a book about how systems enact ideas. It is a book about how

genocide and political persecution become possible. It has become a

book about dynamics at work in the world today.
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