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are people attracted to fascism? How do you explain the appeal of fascism? Record your 

ideas in your journal so that you can refer to them as you continue reading.  

 

What is the best way to combat fascism? Journalist I. F. Stone believed that it is by 

keeping alive “the tradition of freedom; it must be freshly taught, explained, and fought 

for in every generation.” He went on to say that a “society in which men are not free to 

speak their minds is not a good society no matter what material benefits it may offer the 

few or the many. The only absolute value I would affirm is freedom of the mind. Without 

it there cannot be social justice which is our duty toward others.”
13

 Compare his views to 

those of Hannah Arendt in the overview. What connection do they both see between 

thinking and social justice? Why do they see that link as critical to fighting fascism?  

 

 

READING 3 

 

Targeting the Communists 
 

From the start, Hitler sought and found opportunities to 

abolish civil rights. The first came less than a month after he 

took office. A fire broke out in the building where the 

Reichstag met. Hitler rushed to the scene and amid the smoke 

and confusion, he vowed to punish those responsible. It did 

not take him long to decide who they were. That night, he 

screamed, “Now we’ll show them! Anyone who stands in our 

way will be mown down! The German people have been soft 

too long. Every Communist official must be shot. All 

Communist deputies must be hanged this very night. All 

friends of the Communists must be locked up. And that goes 

for the Social Democrats… as well!”  

Hitler immediately ordered the arrest of leaders of the Communist party, Communist 

labor unions, and anyone with ties to the Communists. Within days, Nazi storm troopers 

dragged off to prison camps four thousand Communists and other radicals. The rest went 

into hiding. Among them was Wolfgang Roth, a young artist who had nothing to do with 

the fire. But as a radical, he was under suspicion. He later recalled the days he and a 

friend spent “underground.”  

 

Meta and I lived in different parts of the city from night to night. We hardly 

trusted anyone, often not even good friends, for in the meanwhile they could have 

become Nazi informers. Daily existence had become dangerous for us, and we never 

knew whether we would live to see the next night, the next day as free people... The 

illegal groups consisted mostly of four to five people, who often hardly knew one 

another. Some of these cells were busted, since informers were  

Anyone who stands in our 
way will be mown down! 
The German people have 
been soft too long. Every 
Communist official must 
be shot. All Communist 
deputies must be hanged 
this very night. All friends 
of the Communists must 
be locked up. And that 
goes for the Social 
Democrats… as well! 
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hanging around everywhere. We met in coffeehouses, pretended to be playing chess, 

without even knowing how. But this made it possible to meet and talk with one 

another.
14

  

 

The police later picked up Roth for questioning. He was released only when officers 

from his old neighborhood vouched for him. His friends were not as fortunate. A number 

of them were murdered. Were they to blame for the fire? Hitler did not bother to find out. 

He saw an opportunity to get rid of his opponents and he took it.  

The day after the fire, the chancellor issued two decrees. The titles – “For the Defense 

of Nation and State” and “To Combat Treason against the German Nation and 

Treasonable Activities” – reveal exactly how Hitler planned to use the fire to achieve his 

goals. He suspended, until further notice, those parts of the constitution that dealt with 

personal freedom. The government now had the right to censor mail, listen to private 

telephone conversations, and read telegrams. It could also search homes and confiscate 

property.  

Although Germans no longer had the civil rights their constitution guaranteed, they 

still had the right to vote. And elections were held on March 5 as previously scheduled. 

Although the Nazis got 44 percent of the vote, they did not have a majority in the 

Reichstag. And even though they had singled out the Communists as “enemies of the 

state,” the Communist party received about 12 percent of the vote, thus entitling it to 81 

deputies in the Reichstag. But those representatives were never able to claim their seats. 

If they appeared in public, they faced arrest. Other opposition parties also held their own. 

The Social Democrats captured 119 seats and the Catholic Center party increased its 

representation from 70 to 73. On the other hand, the People’s party and other 

conservative groups did poorly.  

The election results did not stop Hitler. He continued to carry out his plans for the 

nation as if the election had not occurred. On March 11, he made Joseph Goebbels head 

of a new department in the government, the Ministry of Public Enlightenment and 

Propaganda. It was, in Hitler’s view, a critical step in building a fascist state. Goebbels 

and his deputies would tell people whom to hate and why. Less than two weeks later, on 

March 23, the government announced the opening of the nation’s first concentration 

camp at Dachau. The first inmates were two hundred Communists.  

That same day, the Reichstag overwhelmingly approved, by a vote of 441 to 94, a bill 

entitled “Law for Terminating the Suffering of People and Nation.” Also known as the 

Enabling Act, it was short and to the point. It “enabled” Hitler to punish anyone he 

considered an enemy of the state. The act also stated that “laws passed by the government 

may deviate from the Constitution.” Only the Social Democrats voted against the law. 

deputies that opposed Hitler were on the run. With the new law in the Nazis began their 

slow but systematic destruction of democracy.  
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CONNECTIONS 

 

Helen Fein, the author of Accounting for Genocide, has argued that the effects of singling 

out a group can not be overestimated. She writes that in every case of genocide, “the 

victims have previously been defined as outside the universe of obligation of the 

dominant group.” What does she mean by the “universe of obligation”? Who is a part of 

yours?  

 

Imagine the police arresting four thousand people in a large city in a matter of days. How 

many people probably heard the police arrive at one building after another? Watched as 

four thousand men and women were herded into police vehicles? Noticed the 

unexplained absence of co-workers, neighbors, or friends? Why didn’t anyone speak out? 

How do you think the fact that the storm troopers came for the Communists affected the 

way individuals responded? Did Germans consider Communists part of their “universe of 

obligation”?  

 

The decrees proclaimed in February suspended the parts of the constitution that protected 

individual rights. The government could now read mail, listen to all calls, and search 

homes without warning. Why would Hitler call decrees that suspended personal freedom 

“For the Defense of Nation and State” and “To Combat Treason against the German 

Nation and Treasonable Activities”? Why would he call a statute that allows him to 

punish anyone he considers an enemy without a trial the “Law for Terminating the 

Suffering of People and Nation”? How is he using language to mask his goals? What was 

the atmosphere in the Reichstag when these laws were passed? How did that help Hitler? 

 

In Chapter 3 Molly Ivins was quoted as saying that it is the “funniest idea” that “if we are 

less free we could be safer.” How do her comments apply to the German people in 

February of 1933? Did they really believe that they were safer now that they were less 

free? Were they safer?  

 

Why did the Reichstag agree to pass the Enabling Act? Why did people accept it? What 

were the consequences of their decision in the short run? In the long run?  

 

Roth noted that “We hardly trusted anyone, often not even good friends, for in the 

meanwhile they could have become Nazi informers.” What does that suggest about the 

way the Nazis won obedience?  

 

What does it take to create a dictatorship out of a democracy? What are the steps? Record 

your answer in your journal.  

 

Review the identity chart you created in Chapter 1. Imagine that you, with your particular 

strengths and weaknesses, associations and background, were transported to Germany in 

1933. How do you like to think you would have responded to the events of the day? What 

would you know for sure about Hitler and the Nazis in March? What would not be as 

clear? Whom  
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might you trust? What policies might you support? Oppose? Be sure to include your 

feelings as well as your stand on the issues. Are you scared? Uncertain? Confident? 

Record your comments in your journal. 

 

 

READING 4 

 

Targeting the Jews 
 

To bring about his revolution, Hitler had to isolate and then eliminate his opponents. 

Once the Communists were outside the protection of the law, he turned his attention to 

the Jews. He ordered Nazi leaders to “bring up the Jewish question again and again and 

again, unceasingly. Every emotional aversion, however slight, must be exploited 

ruthlessly. As a basic rule among the education professions 

the Jewish questions should be discussed from the 

standpoints of the findings of the science of race, of higher 

ethics, etc. While among members of the labouring classes 

one must seize on the purely emotional; the emotional 

aversion to Jews is to be heightened by all possible means.”  

As part of its campaign, the government announced a 

one-day boycott of Jewish businesses. On Saturday, April 1, 

Germans were to refuse to shop or do business at any 

company owned by Jews. Julius Streicher, the man in charge 

of the boycott and the publisher of the antisemitic Der 

Stuermer, created the lie that would be repeated constantly, 

just as Hitler instructed.  

 

The same Jew who plunged the German people into the blood-letting of the 

World War, and who committed on it the crime of the November Revolution 

(Weimar) is now engaged in stabbing Germany, recovering from its shame and 

misery, in the back... The Jew is again engaged in poisoning public opinion. World 

Jewry is engaged again in slandering the German people... At 10 A.M. Sat., 1 April, 

the defensive action of the German people against the Jewish world criminal will 

begin. A defensive fight begins, such as never has been dared before throughout the 

centuries.
15

  

 

Although the boycott was not as successful as the Nazis had hoped, it offered many 

Jews a frightening glimpse into the future. Edwin Landau described the boycott in his 

hometown in West Prussia.  

 

In the morning hours the Nazi guards began to place themselves in front of the 

Jewish shops and factories, and every shopper was warned not to buy from the Jews. 

In front of our business, also, two young Nazis posted themselves and prevented 

customers from entering. To me the whole thing was inconceivable. It would not sink 

in that something like that could even be possible in the twentieth century, for  

To me the whole thing 
was inconceivable. It 
would not sink in that 
something like that could 
even be possible in the 
twentieth century, for such 
things had happened, at 
most, in the Middle Ages. 
And yet it was the bitter 
truth that outside, in front 
of the door, there stood 
two boys in brown shirts, 
Hitler’s executives.


