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No social class or group or political party in Weimar Germany can escape its share of responsibility for the 
abandonment of the democratic Republic and the rise of Adolf Hitler.  The cardinal error of the Germans that 
opposed the Nazis was their failure to unite against it.  At the crest of their popularity in July 1932 the Nazis 
had but 37% of the popular vote.  63% of the Weimar electorate rejected Hitler and expressed their opposition 
to the Nazis, but they were much too divided and much too short sited to combine against a common danger 
which they must have know would overwhelm them unless they united however temporarily to stamp out the 
Nazi cancer.  Though the Nazis were the largest single political party in the Reichstag, they never held the 
necessary 51% majority to pass legislation.  An anti-Nazi coalition could have easily crushed the Nazis and 
forever halted their rise to power, yet because of petty political squabbling, no coalitions emerged.  
 
The July Reichstag (German Parliament) elections of 1932 were a catastrophe for moderate German political 
parties.  The country was at the deepest point of the Depression.  Over 6 million Germans, one in two, were 
unemployed.  The German voter was angry, desperate and frustrated with the government’s inability to heal the 
wounds of a depression, now going on three years.  Joseph Goebbels was in charge of propaganda for the Nazi 
party.  In the early summer of 1932, Goebbels launched a media campaign unprecedented in the annals of 
modern politics.  Germany was flooded with leaflets, posters and images of giant red workers, smashing their 
way through the country, annihilating the Republic in the name of violent Marxist revolution.  The communists 
were portrayed as evil red ogres, dripping with blood.  The aggressive language of the Nazi propaganda created 
endless stereotypical images of their KPD opponents-the “November Criminals,” the “red murder squads,” the 
“red bosses,” the “red killers,” and the “red murder-pack.”  The Nazi party also launched a massive 
door-to-door campaign, flooding neighborhoods with leaflets.  
 
The SA (Sturmabteilung or Storm Troopers) called Brownshirts because of their uniforms, was the private 
militia of the Nazi party.  The SA was ultra, ultra violent.  Their purpose was to physically attack the political 
opposition in the streets.  The SA were street fighters, armed with glass bottles, tire irons, brass knuckles and 
clubs.  One of the favorite beatings of the SA was called “curbing;” beat your opponent senseless; then stomp 
on his head to shatter his jaw and teeth on a curb.  The goal of the SA was to beat up and to strike fear in the 
hearts of Nazi opponents—the KPD, the SPD, the Jews and regular German citizens.  The SA was ultra violent. 
Street fighting and rioting became a drug for the SA.  Below is the symbol of the Nazi SA: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In July 1932 SA patrols were everywhere, talking the party line, convincing voters of the dangers of the red 
threat.  Microphones and loudspeakers blasted out Nazi speeches over every public space that could be found. 
Visual images, in papers, plastered on walls, in newspapers, drove out rational conversation and verbal 
arguments in favor of easily assimilated stereotypes that sparked a wide range of emotions in the German voter, 
from resentment and fear to aggression and the need for security and redemption.  The Communist’s violent 
rhetoric, promising violent revolution and the creation of a Soviet Germany, terrified the country’s middle 
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classes, who knew only too well what had happened to their counterparts in Russia after 1918.  The KPD 
promised anarchy.  The Nazis promised order.  The marching columns of SA Brownshirts, the stiff salutes and 
military poses of the Nazi leaders conveyed order, dependability and ruthless determination.  
 
The unprecedented election propaganda and staggering SA violence soon brought its desired results.  37% of 
the country voted Nazi, replacing the SPD as the largest single party in the Reichstag with 230 seats.  The KPD 
also cut deeply into the ranks of the SPD winning over 14% of the vote.  By all appearances the Republic was 
dividing between the Nazi right and the KPD left. 51% of the German electorate had voted for a political party 
that was anti-democratic, anti-republican, anti-constitutional and sworn to the overthrow of the Republic.  
 
President Hindenburg was the final act in the German tragedy of 1932.  The President looked at the November 
election results and reached a fatally flawed conclusion; the Nazis were past their prime; they were on the way 
out with a loss of over 2 million votes; the KPD was dramatically increasing in popularity; the KPD, not the 
Nazis were the real enemy; appoint Hitler chancellor, build a Nazi-Nationalist-Conservative coalition in the 
Reichstag and crush the left once and for all.  Many in Hindenburg’s conservative circle also believed Hitler 
could be tamed.  Like an irresponsible spoiled child, Hitler could be brought into line by giving him some 
responsibility.  Thus, so went the twisted logic, appoint Hitler chancellor; bring the Nazis into the government; 
destroy the KPD.  On 30 January 1933 the aged Field Marshall met with Hitler and offered him the 
chancellorship.  Speaking to a group of German nationalists, von Papen later remarked, “You are all mistaken 
about Hitler.  We’ve hired Hitler.  He’s working for us.  We will push Hitler so far into the corner that he will 
squeak.”  Hugenburg, the leader of the German Nationalist Party agreed.  “We’re boxing Hitler in.  We can 
control him.”  
 
30 January 1933 was a remarkable achievement in the political career of Adolf Hitler.  Hitler had clearly 
learned the lessons of his failed Putsch ten years earlier and avoided making the mistakes that cost him nine 
months in prison; he had been appointed Chancellor constitutionally; he had worked within the multiparty 
system of Weimar; he had legally forged a conservative coalition with the Nationalists; he had avoided an 
armed confrontation with the German army.  The question now was how to build a coalition in the Reichstag to 
create a single party dictatorship. 
 
The problem for Hitler and the Nazis was that with only 37% of the seats in the Reichstag (The German 
Congress or Parliament) held by Nazis, they could not pass any bills or new legislation.  This would require a 
majority of 51%, something the Nazis never had even in the height of their popularity. 
 
Water color of SA members in a street fight, Hamburg, July 1932: 
 
The problem for Hitler and the Nazis was that with only 37% of the seats in the Reichstag (The German 
Congress or Parliament) held by Nazis, they could not pass any bills or new legislation.  This would require a 
majority of 51%, something the Nazis never had even in the height of their popularity. 
 
27 February 1933 fate came to the aid of the Nazis in the form of a Dutch communist Marinus van der Lubbe. 
The 22 year-old Van der Lubbe was mentally retarded and a half-wit.  He was half blind from a construction 
accident in Holland a year earlier.  Van der Lubbe had been kicked out of the Dutch communist party for his 
obsession with lighting anything and everything on fire.  Arson was van der Lubbe’s method of Marxist 
expression.  On 25 February van der Lubbe tried to burn down a welfare office in Berlin.  Then he went to burn 
down the town hall and the former royal palace of the Hohenzollerns.  On the morning of 27 February van der 
Lubbe spent his last remaining coins on matches and gasoline.  The night of 27 February 1933, van der Lubbe 
lit multiple fires in the Reichstag building.  Two and a half minutes after he entered the building through a 
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shattered window in the basement the entire building was engulfed in flames.  He had only his shirt for tinder. 
The main fires, according to the testimony of experts at the trial, had been set with considerable quantities of 
gasoline and chemical.  Van der Lubbe was arrested trying to escape the building, reeking of gasoline.  He was 
eventually tried in Dresden, found guilty of arson and guillotined.  For Hitler and the party the Reichstag Fire 
was an answer to their prayers.  It was an outrageous act of terror that provoked the desired response.  Germany 
was terrified of a communist revolution.  Because of this fear, Hitler knew he could now ask the country for full 
dictatorial powers to fight the communists.  He now had his excuse to destroy the Weimar constitution. 
 
The Weimar Constituion required a yes vote of 2/3rds of the Reichstag delegates-66%-not simple majority of 
51%.  To assume dictatorial powers to fight the communists, the NAZIS would have to have other political 
parties join with them.  Otherwise, they would never get the 66% necessary to change the constitution 
 
On the morning of 23 March 1933, SA units ringed the Kroll Opera House, linked together arm in arm. 
Opposition party delegates had to run a gauntlet of jeering SA men.  Many of the delegates were spat upon. 
Many were pummeled with fists or kicked.  Others heard personal death threats.  Inside was a sea of brown. 
The SA lined the isles. Hitler opened the session, reminding the delegates of the impending communist threat. 
The fiery Nazi leader sounded quite moderate and almost modest.  He promised to return power to the 
Reichstag in four years; he promised to respect the rights of the churches; he promised to respect German law; 
he promised to return civil liberties; he promised to respect privacy. “Just give us four years to prove what we 
can do.  Just give us four years to deal with the Reds.”   The hall was quiet and pensive.  Then a single man rose 
to speak.  The SA exploded into angry boos and catcalls.  Otto Wels was the leader of the SPD.  Many of the 
SPD delegates were missing, arrested by the SA days earlier to be freshly tortured into submission.   All of the 
81 KPD delegates were under SA arrest.  Wels rose amid the roar of the SA, screaming, “Full powers or else!” 
Speaking quietly and with great dignity Wels declared that the government might strip the SPD of their power 
but it could never strip the party of their honor.  Hitler was furious.   He jumped to his feet.  Hitler’s response 
was contemptuous.  With spittle flying from his mouth and beads of sweat pouring off his forehead, Hitler 
launched into a vicious diatribe against Wels and the German Left.  Finally exhausted, the Führer leaned 
forward onto the podium and demanded a roll-call vote.  Hitler argued any refusal would be viewed as a 
statement of opposition.  This was to be the final act in delegate intimidation: you stand, you give us your name, 
you vote, we know who you are.  
 
The vote was taken: 441 for and 94 against.  The Enabling Act passed.  The only political party to vote against 
the Nazis was the SPD.   In spite of all the personal threats and in spite of all the SA intimidation, every single 
SPD delegate voted against the Enabling Act.  Only the SPD defied the Nazis.  All the other political parties in 
the Reichstag voted for the Enabling Act of 23 March 1933.  From now on Hitler would rule as an absolute 
dictator.  With the passing of the Enabling Act, the Reichstag and the Weimar democracy had outlawed 
themselves.  So great was the fear of communism that Germans voted for security, rather than for personal 
freedoms. 
 
The Enabling Act transformed the Weimar Republic into the Nazi dictatorship called the III Reich, 1933-1945. 
Within a year Hitler outlawed all political parties in Germany, even the Nationalists; within a year Hitler 
outlawed labor unions and the workers’ right to strike; within a year Hitler outlawed independent newspapers 
and the freedom of the press; within a year Hitler outlawed the freedom of speech; within a year all sports 
teams, all bands and orchestras, all clubs, and all professional organizations were under control of the Nazi 
Party.  By 1934 every aspect of German life was controlled by Adolf Hitler and the Nazis.  Now Hitler’s 
murderous attack on the November Criminals could begin.  Genocide was just around the corner. 
 

3 
 


