
THE REICHSTAG FIRE 

By L BERNSTEIN 

• THE FIRST OF TWO ARTICLES 
RECALLING A N IMPORTANT 
CHAPTER OF MODERN HISTORY. 

Tt is the period of the "desperate thirties/1 Throughout the world, the 
**• most bitter economic crisis of all time creeps like a blight, unseating 
governments, overturning thrones, bankrupting financiers and closing tho 
doors of factories. Hunger and starvation stalk the streets of the world'* 
capitals. . Unemployed men and women in millions tread the pavements, 
hopelessly looking for work that is not there. 

Nowhere is the crisis deeper than in Germany. By the beginnings of 
the thirties, three million workers are unemployed. Weekly wages have 
fallen from an average of 45 marks the year before to 37 marks. But the 

, . 

"The mechanism for the creation of divisions in the working class . . . 
ceases to function; the working class moves in the direction of Com
munism, and the capitalist rule approaches the emergency stage of 
military dictatorship . . . • The only safeguard from this acute 
stage is if the division and holding back of the working class . . 
is carried out by other and more direct means. In this lie the posi
tive opportunities and tasks of National Socialism." 

Statement by the Union of Germany Industry, August 1932. . 

end is not in sight. By 1931, the number of workless has risen to six 
million, and average wages have dropped by another 10 marks; by 1932, 
nine million, and the numbers of the unemployed growing every day, 
swelled by uncounted thousands of shopkeepers and peasants forced into 
bankruptcy. 

I t is a period of desperation; in every strata of society there is a feeling 
that changes must be made; things can not go on they way they are. 
Desperate times seek desperate remedies. I t is the most desperate time 
in the era of capitalism. 
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And then suddenly, throughout the world, the message booms from the 
German state radio. "The Reichstag is in flames!" It is the night oi: 

February 27th, 1933. A bitter winter's night in the midst of a bitter crisis;, 
and in the centre of Berlin, the vast ornate palace which housed the na
tional Parliament'is burning to the ground. 

Other buildings at other times have burnt. For a day it is news, and 
then forgotten. But this was no ordinary fire. This was a fire which 
stood out like a beacon in the history of Europe, marking the end of one 
age and the beginning of another — the beginning of fascist Germany. 

While the fire still burns, police cars, filled with detachments of Nazi 
storm troopers, scour the country systematically, working from the black
lists kept at the Secret Police headquarters. By morning, police head
quarters in every city are filled with hundreds of Communists, Social 
Democrats, trade unionists and pacifists, dragged from their beds. There 
are none of the great Communist or Social Democratic daily papers on sale 
in the streets; the printing works and offices have been seized during the 
night by Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei) men. During the hours of night, 
new laws have been issued by decree. Freedom of the press, of assembly, 
and association has been abolished; "privacy of correspondence, of the 
post, telegraph and telephone is suspended; house searchings, and the con
fiscation or restriction of the rights of property are permissible."' Trea
son, arson, causing explosions or causing damage to railways have become 
punishable by death. It has become a crime to "oppose any orders issued 
by the State authorities or officials" in the carrying out of these decrees, 
and a crime "to incite to opposition to the public danger " 

By morning, the press, radio and posters throughout Berlin proclaim 
the statements issued during the night by Ministers of the state: "The 
Communists have set fire to the Reichstag! Insurrection and civil war 
were to follow! The Communists intended to violate your wives and mur
der your children! The Communists intended to poison the water in the 
wells and the food in the restaurants and canteens!" These words are 
quoted verbatim from "The Brown Eook of the Hitler Terror" published 
:n 1933 by the World Committee for the victims of German fascism. They 
no longer ring as loud and inflammatory as they did twenty-three years 
ago. They have been repeated since then too often to clear the way for a 
vicious attack on democratic rights. Twenty years later, South Africa's 
Minister of Justice, C. R. Swart repeated almost the whole gamut — arson, 
murder, poison in the waterwells — to pave the way for the Public Safety 
(Martial Law) Act, and the Suppression of Communism Act. 

But in Hitler Germany, overnight, the burning of the Reichstag and the 
cry of "Communist conspiracy" signalled the ending of the German Demo
cratic Republic, and the beginning of the age of the Hitler dictatorship. 

To understand the night of the Reichstag fire, it is necessary to go back. 
German Nazism, like South African, was not born complete and finished 
in that single night. I t had crept up, insidiously, over several years, 
whittling away now one liberty, now another. In the years since the end 
of World War I, the Social Democratic Party, a refomist, working class 
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party of the British Labour Party type, had held the reins of government 
power. In Social Democratic fashion it had introduced many social re
forms to improve the lot of the German working class. But, in Social 
Democratic fashion, it had left the class structure of German society 
untouched. Within the framework of the democratic republic, the old 
feudal aristocracy, the Junker class, remained, biding their time, in full 
possession of the feudal estates whence derived their power. Within the 
democratic framework, the old Prussian military caste, offshoot of the 
landed aristocracy, remained, still in the seats of military power. And 
within the "welfare state", the old millionaire representatives of the great 
monopolies and trusts of industry and finance, remained, biding their time, 
secure in their fortresses, their empires of money and machines. 

For a time, Social Democracy governed; perhaps it would be right to 
say it was allowed to govern, under the stern eye of the old ruling class. 
And for a time it governed satisfactorily for the watching vultures. When 
a young army sergeant, Adolf Hitler started a brownshirted semi-military 
political gang, and even attempted an abortive military putsch, old ruling 
class and Social Democrats could afford to brush it aside as a sort of 
lunatic fringe around the happy "welfare state" compromise. But in 1929, 
the first sharp signs of the new crisis in Germany's economy began to 
show. And new, radical currents began to rise strongly amongst the 
working class. The Communist Party was growing rapidly, beginning to 
challenge Social Democracy for leadership of the working class, putting 
forward ideas of a radical transformation of society as the only means 
to avert the coming crisis. It was time for the ruling class to act. 

I t acted in typical, reactionary style. From the coffers of the millionaire 
trusts and armaments kings and industrialists, money began to pour into 
the treasury of Hitler's National Socialist (Nazi) Party. The reason for 
the choice is clear. Here, under the leadership of this wild, fanatic and 
unrestrained demagogue, could be gathered all the most vicious racialist 
currents of German opinion, to smash through the growing inter-racial 
solidarity of the German working class. Here under cover of specious 
slogans of "nationalism" could be gathered the thousands of petty traders, 
farmers and professionals, uprooted from their property status by the 
crisis, but fighting desperately to maintain their "superiority" to the 
socialist and communist inspired proletariat. Here, under cover of specious 
slogans of "socialism" could be gathered all those declassed and brutalised 
elements of the working class — called appropriately by the Germans 
"lumpen proletarians" — who could be turned against their own class, 
cannon-fodder for the capitalist detachments of the rising class war. 

Hitler's party rose on the crest of a golden wave. As the money poured 
in, the Nazi storm detachments formed in strength — detachments of 
armed gangsters who carried the political battles against communism into 
the fields of gangsterism, breaking up meetings, wrecking party offices, 
assaulting and beating party members, and inciting bitter racialism 
against all minority sections, especially Jews. But it was not the Nazi 
Party alone that paved the way for Hitler's victory. The path was opened 
for him by all the forces of German reaction, aided in suicidal fashion by 
the leaders of Social Democracy. 
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In 1929, all the right-wing parties manoeuvred together to force the Social 
Democrats — the largest sisngle party — from the coalition cabinet. 
Chancellor Briining of the right wing took over the reins. With a dogged 
and persistent belief in the theory of supporting the "lesser evil", Social 
Democracy supported the new Government, for the alternative — so it was 
argued — was a government of open fascism. If Hitler buried the corpse 
of German democracy, Briining dug the grave. Using Article .48 of the old 
constitution inherited from the Social Democrats, Briining issued sweeping 
decrees without reference to the Reichstag. Strikes and anti-fascist de
monstrations were banned; the working class defence organisation, Red 
Front, was banned while the Nazi storm troopers operated openly; un
employment relief and pensions were cut, and rent control abolished. 
Under this tutelage, the Nazi Party grew. 

But the German working class stood firm. In the 1930 elections, though 
the Nazis scored a great advance to poll 6,400,000 votes, they won them at 
the expense of all the old parties of the right, whose support declined 
sharply. The Social Democrat vote declined — though they emerged still 
as the largest single party — but many of the lost votes went to the Com
munist Party whose vote rose by 600,000. Briining continued in office. 
But already the right wing was beginning to raise the cry of "Hitler for 
Chancellor!" While the Communist Party raised the slogan of a working 
class united front against fascism, the Social Democratic leadership turned 
its back on unity with the Communists, following the forlorn path of "the 
lesser evil." 

In April 1932, Field Marshal Von Hindenburg was elected President for 
the second time, with Social Democrat support under the slogan "A vote 
for Hindenburg is a blow at Hitler." The Communist candidate, Ernest 
Thalmann won almost five million votes. During the year, as the Govern
ment moved steadily further to the right — Briining giving way to Papen, 
and Papen to General Schleicher — the working class rallied more 
strongly around the Communist party and its policy of a united working 
class struggle against fascism. Support for the Nazi Party declined, even 
as the cries amongst the ruling class for "Hitler as Chancellor" grew 
stronger and stronger. In the November election, the Nazi Party vote 
dropped by 2 million. The Communist vote rose by another million since 
April, to reach a new high-water mark of 6 million. It was a moment of 
desperation for the ruling class; and from it grew its most desperate 
answer. s 

With the Nazis further off than before from electoral victory, again the 
Social Democratic leaders persisted in turning their backs on Communist 
proposals for unity, and supporting the "lesser evil" against Hitler. Under 
the "lesser evil" Government of Schleicher, the Nazi Party decided the time 
had come to act. Outside the Communist headquarters in Berlin, the Karl 
Liebknecht House, a provocative Nazi demonstration was staged on the 
night of January 23rd, 1933. A tremendous counter demonstration by the 
workers of Berlin supported by the Communists and many rank and file 
Social Democrats challeneged the Nazis in the streets. General Schleicher 
intervened, ordering out the entire police force to protect the Nazi demon
stration from the anger of Berlin's workers. Clearly, in the streets of 
Berlin, the Nazis and the working class were moving towards a decisive 

10 



clash. And clearly too, as the election results had shown, the Nazis were a 
declining force. Reaction prepared to rescue Hitler before it was too late. 
Schleicher prepared for rh«? proclamation of a military dictatorship. 

But before Schleicher could act, the policy of the "lesser evil" finally 
paid off. On January 20th, 1933, Field Marshal Von Hindenburg-, elected 
President with Social Democrat support, played the final card in the ruling 
class plot to preserve its power from the workers' challenge. Ignoring the 
electoral rebuff the Nazis had received, he appointed Adolf Hitler as new 
chancellor of the Reich, head of the German government. 

* 

Note well the date, January 30th. And on the night of February 27th, 
the news rangs out: "The Reichstag is in flames." And when the sun 
rose the following morning, the working class which had administered a 
severe setback to Hitlerism in the November elections, was already under 
heavy police attack, its organisations crippled, its press silenced, its lead
ers and activists in handcuffs. 

I t should be unnecessary to ask: Who did burn the Reichstag? The 
facts point to the Nazis as clearly as a pikestaff. But the story cannot be 
left here. For the Reichstag fire was not the end of the challenge to 
fascism. In the trial which was to follow, held under the spotlight of 
world attention, a single Bulgarian Communist turned the allegation of 
arson back on the Nazi accusers and placed the government squarely in 
the dock. The fight against Nazism shifted to the courts, and Dimitrov 
drove Hitlerism to the pillory of world opinion. 

But that episode of the Fire Trdal must wait till next month. 

TROUBLE WITH LIBERATION 

Your LIBERATION is late this Issue. Sorry, but 

all the articles were taken by the Special Police in 
i i 

the raids of December 5. And some of our writers 

were in jail. 
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