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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:
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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 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:
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