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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNLIKELY
RISE OF A
DICTATOR

The  question  of  how
Adolf  Hitler  came  to
power is not merely a
historical inquiry; it is a
cautionary  tale  about
t h e  f r a g i l i t y  o f
democracy,  the power
of propaganda, and the
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
economic  despair.  In
1933,  Hitler  became
Chancellor of Germany,
and within months, he
dismantled the Weimar
Republic’s  democratic

institutions to establish
a  totalitarian  regime.
Understanding  the
path  that  led  to  his
ascendancy  requires
e x a m i n i n g  a
confluence  of  factors:
the aftermath of World
War  I,  the  flaws  of  the
Weimar  Constitution,
the  Great  Depression,
a n d  H i t l e r ’ s  o w n
political  maneuvering.
This  article  explores
t h e  k e y  e v e n t s ,
s t r a t e g i e s ,  a n d
mistakes  that  allowed
Hitler to seize control,
offering  insight  into
o n e  o f  t h e  2 0 t h
century’s  most  pivotal
moments.
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THE WEIMAR
REPUBLIC: A
FRACTURED

DEMOCRACY

Germany’s  defeat  in
World  War  I  left  the
nation  humiliated  and
economically  crippled.
The Treaty of Versailles
(1919)  imposed  harsh
reparations,  territorial
l o s s e s ,  a n d  t h e
infamous  “war  guilt”
clause,  creating  deep
resentment  among
Germans.  The  newly
established  Weimar
Republic was born into
this  turmoil.  While  it
was  one  of  the  most
p r o g r e s s i v e
democracies  of  i ts
time—with  universal
suffrage,  proportional
representation,  and
civil  liberties—it  also
had  critical  structural
weaknesses.

Proportio
nal
Represen
tation
and
Political
Fragment
ation
T h e  W e i m a r
C o n s t i t u t i o n ’ s
p r o p o r t i o n a l
representation  system
meant  that  any  small
party could gain seats
in  the  Reichstag.  This
led  to  a  fragmented
par l iament  where
f o r m i n g  s t a b l e
coal it ions  became
nearly  impossible.
Frequent elections and
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s h o r t - l i v e d
governments  eroded
p u b l i c  t r u s t  i n
d e m o c r a c y .  T h e
vo la t i l e  po l i t i ca l
landscape  al lowed
extremist  part ies,
inc lud ing  Hi t ler ’s
Nat ional  Socia l ist
German Workers’ Party
(NSDAP),  to  gain  a
foothold.

Article
48: The
Dictator’s
Tool
A r t i c l e  4 8  o f  t h e
Weimar  Constitution
gave the president the
power to suspend civil
liberties  and  rule  by
emergency  decree  in
times  of  crisis.  This
well-intentioned clause
b e c a m e  a  f a t a l
loophole.  When  Hitler

eventually  became
chancellor,  he  used
Article  48—after  the
Reichstag  Fire—to
bypass  parliament,
arrest  opponents,  and
consol idate  power
legally.
By  the  early  1920s,
hyperinflation  wiped
ou t  m idd le - c l a s s
s a v i n g s ,  a n d  t h e
French  occupation  of
t h e  R u h r  i n  1 9 2 3
compounded  national
humiliation.  These
conditions  created
fer t i le  ground  for
radical  ideologies.
Hitler’s failed Beer Hall
Putsch in 1923 taught
him a crucial lesson: he
could not  seize power
by  force.  Instead,  he
would  seek  power
t h r o u g h  t h e  v e r y
democratic  system he
aimed to destroy.

THE GREAT
DEPRESSION: THE
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CATALYST FOR
EXTREMISM

Germany  experienced
a  period  of  relative
stability and economic
r e c o v e r y  i n  t h e
mid-1920s,  known  as
the “Golden Twenties.”
However,  the  Wal l
Street  Crash  of  1929
e n d e d  t h i s  b r i e f
respite. American loans
that  had  supported
German industry  were
withdrawn,  leading  to
mass  unemployment,
bank  fai lures,  and
skyrocketing  poverty.
B y  1 9 3 2 ,
unemployment  in
Germany  reached
n e a r l y  s i x
million—roughly  30%
of  the  workforce.
The  Great  Depression
d i s c r e d i t e d  t h e
moderate  polit ical
parties  that  appeared
unable  to  solve  the
crisis. Voters desperate
for  change  turned  to

the  extremes:  the
Communist Party (KPD)
on the left and the Nazi
Party  on  the  r ight.
Between  1928  and
1932,  the  NSDAP’s
share  of  the  vote  in
Reichstag  elections
surged  from  2.6%  to
37.3%,  making  it  the
l a r g e s t  p a r t y  i n
parl iament.

How the
Nazis
Capitalize
d on
Despair
H i t l e r  a n d  h i s
propagandists,  led  by
Joseph  Goebbe ls ,
masterfully  exploited
the  fears  of  ordinary
G e r m a n s .  T h e y
promised  to  restore
n a t i o n a l  p r i d e ,
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repudiate the Treaty of
Versailles, and provide
jobs. The Nazi message
was simple, emotional,
a n d  r e p e a t e d
relent lessly.  They
targeted  specific
groups:  farmers,  small
business  owners,  war
veterans,  and  the
middle  class—all  hit
h a r d  b y  t h e
Depression.
Moreover,  the  Nazis
bui l t  an  extensive
g r a s s r o o t s
organization. They held
rall ies,  distributed
flyers,  and  deployed
the SA (stormtroopers)
to  intimidate  political
opponents. Violence on
the  streets  became
common,  but  many
Germans  viewed  the
Naz i s  a s  the  on l y
movement  s t rong
enough  to  restore
order.

THE POLITICAL

CHESSBOARD:
BACKROOM DEALS
AND
MISCALCULATIONS

By  1932,  President
Paul von Hindenburg, a
conservative war hero,
was  reluctantly  forced
to consider Hitler for a
role  in  government.
Hindenburg  despised
t h e  “ B o h e m i a n
corporal ,”  but  the
parliamentary  gridlock
left  him  few  options.
The  key  to  Hit ler’s
appointment was not a
popular  uprising,  but
rather the scheming of
conservative elites who
believed  they  could
control  him.

The
Appointm
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ent of
Hitler as
Chancello

r
Throughout  1932,
Hindenburg  appointed
chancellors—Heinrich
Brüning,  Franz  von
Papen,  and  Kurt  von
Schleicher—who  each
f a i l e d  t o  g a i n  a
m a j o r i t y  i n  t h e
Reichstag.  In  January
1 9 3 3 ,  a  g r o u p  o f
c o n s e r v a t i v e
p o l i t i c i a n s ,
industrial ists,  and
mi l i t a ry  l eaders ,
including  von  Papen
and industrialist Alfred
Hugenberg,  persuaded
Hindenburg to appoint
Hitler  as  chancellor,
but  with  a  cabinet
d o m i n a t e d  b y
conservatives—only

th ree  Naz i s  we re
included. They thought
they  could  “box  in”
Hi t ler  and  use  h is
popularity  to  push
through  their  own
agenda.
On  January  30,  1933,
Adolf Hitler was sworn
in as chancellor. It was
a  legal  appointment,
m a d e  v i a  t h e
constitutional  process.
The news was met with
jub i lat ion  by  Naz i
supporters,  but  most
Germans  did  not  yet
realize  that  they  had
just  witnessed  the
beginning of the end of
their democracy.

THE REICHSTAG
FIRE AND THE
ENABLING ACT

Hitler’s consolidation of
power  was  swift  and
ruth less .  Just  one
month  after  becoming
chancellor, on February
2 7 ,  1 9 3 3 ,  t h e
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Reichstag  building
burned  down.  The  fire
was likely set by a lone
Dutch  communist ,
Marinus van der Lubbe,
b u t  H i t l e r  a n d
Goebbels  immediately
blamed  a  communist
plot  to  overthrow  the
government.
Using  the  fire  as  a
pretext, Hindenburg, at
Hitler’s  urging,  signed
the  Reichstag  Fire
D e c r e e ,  w h i c h
suspended  habeas
corpus,  freedom  of
speech,  press,  and
assembly.  Thousands
of  communists  and
political  opponents
were  arrested.  The
decree  remained  in
effect  for  the  entire
Nazi  period.

Passing

the
Enabling
Act of
1933
With  the  communists
r e m o v e d  f r o m
parl iament,  Hit ler
needed  a  two-thirds
majority  to  pass  the
Enabling  Act,  which
allowed the cabinet to
enact laws without the
R e i c h s t a g ’ s
approval—effectively
h a n d i n g  H i t l e r
dictatorial powers. The
a c t  r e q u i r e d  t h e
presence of a quorum,
and  H i t l e r  used  a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
i n t im ida t i on  and
promises  to  secure
votes.
On March 23, 1933, the
Reichstag  passed  the
Enabling Act. Only the
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Soc ia l  Democrats
voted  against  it.  The
Catholic  Centre  Party,
a f t e r  r e c e i v i n g
assurances  about  the
rights  of  the  Church,
voted  in  favor.  With
this  single  piece  of
l e g i s l a t i o n ,  t h e
Reichstag  lega l ly
ceded  its  authority.
Hitler no longer needed
t h e  p r e s i d e n t  o r
parl iament.

OTHER CRUCIAL
FACTORS IN
HITLER'S RISE

Beyond  the  political
maneuvers,  several
deepe r  e l ements
e n a b l e d  H i t l e r ’ s
ascent:

Propaganda
and the cult of
personality:
Goebbels crafted
Hitler as a
messianic
figure—the
savior of

Germany. Mass
rallies, films, and
radio broadcasts
saturated the
public with Nazi
ideology. Hitler’s
charisma and
oratory skills
cannot be
overstated; he
could whip
audiences into a
frenzy of
nationalistic
fervor.
Fear of
communism:
Many Germans,
especially the
wealthy and
middle class,
were terrified of
a Soviet-style
revolution. Hitler
presented
himself as the
only alternative
to chaos. The
Nazi party
brandished anti-
communism as
its primary
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weapon,
garnering
support from
business leaders
and landowners.
Weak and
divided
opposition: The
Social Democrats
and Communists
were bitter rivals
who refused to
cooperate
against the Nazi
threat. The
conservative
parties were
either ineffectual
or complicit. No
cohesive
democratic front
existed to stop
Hitler.
The complicity
of the elite: The
military,
judiciary,
industrialists,
and civil service
largely accepted
or actively
supported the

Nazi takeover.
Many saw Hitler
as a temporary
bulwark against
the left, only to
be purged or
sidelined later.

THE NIGHT OF THE
LONG KNIVES:
ELIMINATING
INTERNAL
THREATS

Once  in  power,  Hitler
moved  to  consolidate
his  control  over  the
Nazi  party  itself.  The
SA (stormtroopers), led
by Ernst Röhm, posed
a  cha l lenge;  they
demanded  a  “second
r e v o l u t i o n ”  t o
d ismant le  the  o ld
aristocratic  order  and
merge the SA into the
regular  army.  Worried
a b o u t  l o s i n g  t h e
support of the military,
Hitler ordered a purge.
On June 30, 1934, the
Night  of  the  Long



10

10 How Did Hitler Come To Power 2023-04-20

K n i v e s  s a w  t h e
m u r d e r  o f  R ö h m ,
dozens  of  SA  leaders,
and  other  polit ical
enemies  like  former
Chancellor  Kurt  von
Schleicher.  The  army
applauded  the  action,
and  when  Hindenburg
died  a  month  later,
Hitler  combined  the
offices of president and
chancellor  to  become
the absolute leader, or
Führer.

CONCLUSION: A
WARNING FOR ALL
DEMOCRACIES

Hitler’s  path  to  power
was not inevitable, but
i t  was  paved  by  a
p e r f e c t  s t o r m  o f
economic  disaster,
political  naivety,  and
calculated  brutality.
Democracy in Germany

collapsed  because  its
institutions  were  too
fragile, its enemies too
r u t h l e s s ,  a n d  i t s
defenders too divided.
The  lesson  of  how
Hitler  came  to  power
r e m a i n s  s t a r k l y
r e l e v a n t  t o d a y :
democracies  must
g u a r d  a g a i n s t
emergency  powers
that  can  be  abused,
address  economic
grievances before they
become  political  fuel,
a n d  n e v e r
underestimate  the
appeal of a demagogue
w h o  p r o m i s e s  t o
r e s t o r e  n a t i o n a l
greatness  by  crushing
democratic  norms.
Understanding  this
history  is  the  first  step
in preserving liberty for
the future.


