"Was the Reichstag Fire Decree the final step in Hitler's ascent to total power?"

Adolf Hitler is viewed as one of the most villainous men on the planet. Between World War 2 and The Holocaust, Hitler was responsible for the death of over 75 million people [footnoteRef:1]. Scholars disagree on what was the turning point in world history that allowed a fascist dictatorship to take over swathes of Europe. In this essay, we will look at 3 key events in Nazi Germany history and the effects they had on Hitler’s rise to power. Comparing the impact they made on Hitler turning Germany into a totalitarian state. [1:  United States Census Bureau, “International Programs – Historical Estimates of World Population – US Census – WW2”  (US Census Bureau, Washington DC 03/06/2013) Retrieved 28/11/24
] 


The first document is the Reichstag Fire Decree 1933 [footnoteRef:2]. On the night of 26th February 1933 (3) the Reichstag, Germany’s parliament, was set alight. Immediately the Nazi party seized the opportunity to use the fire to it’s advantage. Van Der Lubbe (A known communist) was found in the building once the fire was put out. This allowed the nazi’s to push the narrative that the communists set the building alight. In response to Van der Lubbe allegedly setting the blaze, Hitler induced then-president Paul Von Hindenburg to create the Reichstag Fire Decree. This allowed for the suspension of many civil liberties which included Habeus Corpus.   [2:  Von Hindenburg, Paul ‘Reichstag Fire Decree’ (German Reichstag, Berlin 1933)
] 


The decree (under section one) allowed police (controlled by the Nazi party) to arrest someone who was being disobedient to the government, endangering human life and more. The police were no longer restricted by red tape being able to search and confiscate items from homes without a warrant;
 orders for confiscations as well as restrictions on property are permissible beyond the legal limits otherwise prescribed. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid.] 

This meant they could remove items from homes, families and persons and no laws could be broken by doing so as it was now legal if in a position of power to confiscate anything deemed as provoking or inciting disobedience.
The decree meant that Hitler had more power than ever before as trials no longer had to be fair, and evidence was much easier to plant. 
Penalties for certain crimes were made punishable by death. Even just being the inspiration for the crime was enough to warrant a potential death sentence: 
Anyone who undertakes to kill the Reich President or a member or a commissioner of the Reich government or of a state government, or provokes such a killing… [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid] 


Many scholars believe that whilst Van Der Lubbe was arrested and tried for the fire that it was in fact the Nazi’s that set the fire. Walter Gemp, the head of the fire department, was one of the first people to suggest this. Gemp presented evidence that suggested Nazi’s had been involved in setting the fire. However, he was promptly arrested for abuse of office and imprisoned. 6 years later, Gemp was strangled in prison and succumbed to his injuries. Scholars argue that the circumstances around his death suggested foul play by the Nazi party, but this was never confirmed.[footnoteRef:5] [5:   Lentz, Harris M. ‘Assassinations and executions: an encyclopedia of political violence’ (Jefferson MC, McFarland,1988) p. 74.] 

The importance of the decree is clearly one of the most influential events in Nazi history as it allowed the Nazi party to start creating a police state. It was, however, not the only piece of legislation in 1933 that shaped the history of Germany. 






The second event is the Enabling Act 1933. Passed by the Reichstag in March 1933, The Enabling Act further repealed rights of German citizens. It was now legal for the government to pass laws without the consent of parliament. However, the law wasn’t passed in a usual sense. Hitler decided that the 81 communists and some of the 120 social Democrats were not allowed to sit in the chamber to debate the passage of the law. Instead, they were detained in Dachau, the original concentration camp. When the vote came to the floor SS and Sa officers were present in the chamber, effectively intimidating representatives and ensuring they complied with the passage of the law.[footnoteRef:6] [6: 
 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, ‘The Enabling Act’, Holocaust Encyclopaedia
<https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/the-enabling-act> (Accessed 29/11/24)] 

The passage of the Enabling Act meant that Hitler no longer needed approval from the parliament or from President Hindenburg. It also meant he could introduce laws that laws that were unconstitutional. Effectively meaning Hitler was, in all but name, a dictator and unpunishable within German law.
The third event was the ‘Night of the Long Knives’. An evening where Hitler purged those whom he believed to be disloyal, from any potential position of power. One of those killed was Ernst Rohm. Rohm had been slowly consolidating the Sturmabteilung (SA) into an army. However, Hitler had been planning to use the Reichswehr as his army and wanted to expand it as a tool to consolidate his power. Because of this difference, many high-ranking Nazi’s started to believe Rohm was a danger to the Nazi party. Some even feared that he may inspire another revolution, and the current sitting Nazi’s would be usurped from power.
Taking this into account, Hitler decided something needed to be done. One of the driving forces behind this was the supposed threat to resign from one of the country’s ranking conservatives, Von Papen.  Von Papen wasn’t impressed with the SA and their violent nature and believed that if Hitler did not 
break once and for all with the members of his party who were distorting his policies[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Von Papen, Franz, ‘Memoirs’ ( E.P. Dutton & company, inc., New York, 1953)
] 

that he would resign as Vice-Chancellor. A senior minister resigning would only call the Nazi government into disrepute and would make consolidating power much harder, especially given Von Papen’s popularity with conservatives.
This made Hitler realize that something needed to be done. On the 30th June 1934, Hitler flew into Munich with heavily armed SS soldier. He accosted several SA generals for their behavior and for the violence they were creating. Schneidhuber, one of the highest-ranking generals in Munich was accused of treachery, lead outside and executed on that same charge. 
Just a few hours later, Rohm and other leaders were arrested. Heines, a troop leader was found in bed with another male, Hitler ordered the two of them to be taken outside and executed[footnoteRef:8]. Goebbels would eventually use this in his propaganda to enforce German ‘traditions’ and German ‘morals’. He identified homosexuality (and later, the Jewish religion) as ‘moral turpitude’ and that it needed to be eradicated.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Shirer, William L ‘The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich’ (Simon and Schuster, New York, 1960)
]  [9:  IBID.] 

The ‘Night of the Long Knives’ event ended with over 80 deaths and over 100 arrests taking place. Allowing Hitler to further consolidate his power as a dictator. Due to the events of ‘The night of long knives’ Hitler officially began using the term the Fuhrer, meaning he was now dictator by name and power.
These three events were the turning points through history that allowed Hitler and the nazi party to claim and consolidate their power. These events allowed the Nazi party to impose the ‘Fuhrerprinzip‘ which was the believe that the Fuhrer’s word was above the law. Fuhrerprinzip lead the idea that Hitler was a man of the people and understood their needs and wants better than the representatives that were in position previously.[footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Chief Counsel for prosecution of Axis Criminality USA, ‘Nazi Conspiracy & Aggression Volume I Chapter VII: Means Used by the Nazi Conspirators in Gaining Control of the German State’(U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington 1946) P191 
] 

This meant that Hitler was free to make decisions without any check and balances and more importantly, without oversight.
Out of the three events, scholars often agree that the Enabling Act is the most influential event as it gave Hitler legal dictatorial powers. However, it could be argued that without the Rechstag fire decree, the enabling act may not have found passage so easy , and indeed could have died on the parliament floor. Giving members of the gestapo (secret police) the ability to legally arrest anyone believed to be inspiring or citing violence meant it was easier to round up those who were diametrically opposed to Hitler and his views, as well as those who were on Hitler’s side but had the potentiality to be an obstacle to Hitler‘s meteoric rise to power.
In conclusion, scholars often agree that all 3 events combined were vital to the creation of Nazi Germany in 1934 and that without any of the three occuring, Hitler’s Nazi party may not have got the powerful grasp on the country that it did. However, the Reichstag fire decree was the first event that solidified Hitler’s chance at a dictatorship. Without it and the groundwork it laid then the enabling act may have never passed and therefore the ‘Night of the Long Knives‘ may never have happened. Making it , ultimately, the most important event. The fire decree ensured that Hitler had a path to power. And whilst Hitoler may have carried on trying it definetly would have made it harder for Hitler to become the Fuhrer.




Bibliography
Chief Counsel for prosecution of Axis Criminality USA, ‘Nazi Conspiracy & Aggression Volume I Chapter VII: Means Used by the Nazi Conspirators in Gaining Control of the German State’(U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington 1946) 
 Lentz, Harris M. ‘Assassinations and executions: an encyclopedia of political violence’ (Jefferson MC, McFarland,1988) 
Shirer, William L ‘The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich’ (Simon and Schuster, New York, 1960)
United States Census Bureau, “International Programs – Historical Estimates of World Population – US Census – WW2”  (US Census Bureau, Washington DC 03/06/2013) Retrieved 28/11/24
Von Hindenburg, Paul ‘Reichstag Fire Decree’ (German Reichstag, Berlin 1933)
Von Papen, Franz, ‘Memoirs’ ( E.P. Dutton & company, inc., New York, 1953)



