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Hitler came to power in a democracy with a highly liberal constitution, and in part by using 
democratic freedoms to undermine and then destroy democracy itself. That democracy, 
established in 1919, was a product of defeat in war.  Democracy never had been accepted by the 
German elites— most notably the military, large landholders and big industry—who wanted a 
return to a German Empire ruled by a kaiser.	
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Troubled by irreconcilable political, social and cultural divisions from the beginning, the new 
German democracy survived serious threats in the years immediately following WWI, including 
a crushing hyperinflation and violent street fights between nationalists and communists.  
Germany appeared to regain stability from 1924 to 1928.  However,  the collapse of the economy 
after the Wall Street crash of 1929 marked the end of German democracy.	
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The Nazis' surge in popular support (from 2.6% of the vote in the 1928 legislative elections to 
37.4 % in July 1932) reflected the anger, frustration and resentment - but also hope - that Hitler 
was able to tap among millions of Germans as the Great Depression gripped Europe.  Democracy 
had failed them, they felt. Their country was divided, impoverished and humiliated.  A scapegoat 
was needed.	
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Hitler was a demagogue.  He gained support by appealing to Germans’ fears and prejudices, 
rather than to their reason.  He stoked hatred against Jews, whom he cast as the imagined external 
threat by both international capitalism and Bolshevism.  Within Germany, Jews were associated 
with the political left - Socialist and Communist - which Hitler and his followers blamed for 
Germany's plight.  Increasingly, Hitler seemed to a good third of the German electorate the only 
hope of putting the country back on its feet and restoring national pride. 	
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By 1930, democracy was dying in Germany.  Together, Communists and Nazis had gained over 
50% of the seats in the Reichstag forcing more moderate parties to form coalitions with one or 
the other to form majorities.  The Nationalist-Conservatives, led by Paul von Hindenburg, head 
of the German Army during the Great War, formed a coalition with the Nazis.  Hindenburg 
thought he could “tame” Hitler. The coalition agreement called for Hindenburg to appoint Hitler 
Chancellor of Germany.  	
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O January 30, 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg appointed Hitler as head of 
government, or chancellor. What followed led to disaster for Germany, for Europe and for 
the world.	
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