RESISTANCE FROM THE WORKERS’ MOVEMENT

Declaration of the Social Democratic
Parliamentary Party in the Reichstag,
March 23, 1933
Party Chairman Otto Wels:
Ladies and gentlemen! We Social Democrats
agree with the foreign policy demand for
equal rights for Germany made by the Reich
Chancellor, with all the more emphasis since
we have always advocated this demand in
principle. [Hear, hear! from the SPD.] I am sure
I may allow myself the personal comment in
this context that I was the first German to
counter the untruth of Germany’s guilt for the
outbreak of the world war before an inter
national forum, at the Berne Conference on
February 3, 1919. [Hear, hear! from the SPD.]
Never has any principle of our party kept us
from representing the just demands of the
German nation toward the other peoples of
the world. [Bravo! from the SPD.]

The Reich Chancellor also made a statement
in Potsdam yesterday, to which we subscribe.
That is: “From the lunacy of the theory of
eternal victors and losers came the absurdity
of reparations and as a cons equence the
world economic crisis.” These words apply to
foreign policy; they apply no less to domestic
policy. [Hear, hear! from the SPD.] Here, too,
the theory of eternal victors and losers is, as
the Reich Chancellor said, lunacy.
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The Reich Chancellor’s words, however,
remind us of another statement made in the
National Assembly on July 23, 1919: “We are
defenseless, but defenseless is not honorless
[enthusiastic agreement from the SPD]. Yes
indeed, our enemies want to rob us of our
honor, there is no doubt about that. But that
this attempt to truncate our honor will one
day fall back on those originating it, that it
is not our honor that will perish in this world
tragedy – of that we are convinced until
our very last breath.” [Hear, hear! from the
SPD – Interjection from the NSDAP: Who said
that?] – This was written in a declaration made
by a Social Democrat-led government at
the time in the name of the German people to
the entire world, four hours before the cease
fire expired, to prevent the enemies from
further advancing. – This declaration forms
a valuable addition to the Reich Chancellor’s
statement. A peace achieved by violent means
brings no blessings [hear, hear! from the SPD];
certainly not on the domestic front [more
agreement from the SPD]. A true people’s
community cannot be founded upon it. Its
primary prerequisite is equal rights. May the
government protect itself against raw polem
ical excesses, may it prevent calls for acts
of violence and violence itself with rigor. That
can happen only if it happens equally and
impartially on all sides, and if the government
refrains from treating defeated opponents as if
they were outlaws. [Hear, hear! from the SPD.]
They can take our liberty and our lives, but
not our honor [enthusiastic applause from the
SPD]. In the wake of the persecutions that
the Social Democratic Party has experienced
in recent months, no one will justifiably
demand or expect of it to vote in favor of
the Enabling Act initiated here. The March 5
elections brought the governing parties the
majority and thus the possibility of governing
strictly according to the letter and the spirit
of the constitution. Where this possibility
exists, there is also an obligation. [Hear, hear!
from the SPD.] Criticism is beneficial and
necessary. Never in the existence of the
German Reichstag has the control of public
matters been suppressed by the elected
representatives of the people to such an
extent as is happening now [hear, hear! from
the SPD], and as shall happen even more
through the new Enabling Act. Such an
omnipotence on the part of the government
will necessarily have all the more severe
effects because the press lacks any freedom
of movement.
Ladies and gentlemen! The circumstances
prevailing in today’s Germany have been
portrayed many times in stark colors. As
always in such cases, there has been no lack
of exaggerations. When it comes to my party,
I declare here and now: We have neither
asked for intervention in Paris, nor transferred
millions to Prague, nor spread exaggerated
news abroad. [Hear, hear! from the SPD.] It
would be easier to combat such exaggerations
if reporting that separates true from false
were possible in this country [enthusiastic
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agreement from the SPD]. It would be even
better if we could testify with a clear con
science that full stability of the law had been
restored for all [more enthusiastic agreement
from the SPD]. That, gentlemen, is up to you.
The gentlemen from the National Socialist
Party call the movement they have unleashed
a national revolution, not a national socialist
one. The relationship of their revolution
to socialism has thus far been limited to the
attempt to annihilate the Social Democratic
movement, which has been the bearer of
socialist ideas for more than two lifetimes
[laughter from the NSDAP], and will remain so.
If the gentlemen from the National Socialist
Party wanted to perform socialist deeds, they
would not need an Enabling Act. [Hear, hear!
from the SPD.] They would be sure of an
overwhelming majority in this house. Every
motion they proposed in the interest of the
workers, farmers, employees, civil servants,
or the middle class would receive our support,
if not unanimously then by a large majority
[enthusiastic agreement from the SPD –
laughter from the NSDAP]. Yet nevertheless
you want to disable the Reichstag for the time
being, in order to continue your revolution.
Destruction of existing structures, however,
is not the same as a revolution. The people
expect positive achievements. They are
waiting for effective measures against the
terrible economic misery prevailing not only
in Germany, but all over the world.
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We Social Democrats have borne a share of
responsibility in the most difficult of times
and have been pelted with stones as a result.
[Hear, hear! from the SPD – laughter from
the NSDAP.] Our achievements for the recon
struction of the state and the economy, for
the liberation of the occupied territories,
will stand the test of history [agreement from
the SPD]. We created equal rights for all
and social labor laws. We helped to create
a Germany in which the route to leading
the state is open not only to princes and
barons, but also to working-class men [more
agreement from the SPD]. You cannot return
to the past without relinquishing your own
leader [cheers and clapping from the SPD].
The attempt to turn back the wheels of time
will be in vain. We Social Democrats know
that one cannot wipe out power-political facts
through mere legal objections. We acknowl
edge the power-political fact of your current
domination. But the people’s awareness of
what is right is also a form of political power,
and we will not cease to appeal to this
awareness.
The Weimar constitution is not a socialist
constitution. But we stand by the principles
of the constitutional state, the equal rights,
the social rights anchored within it. At this
historical hour, we German Social Democrats
solemnly commit ourselves to the principles
of humanity and justice, of freedom and
socialism [enthusiastic agreement from the
SPD].

No Enabling Act gives you the power to
obliterate ideas that are eternal and inde
structible. You yourselves avowed socialism.
The Anti-Socialist Laws did not obliterate
Social Democracy. And German Social
Democracy can draw new strength from
new persecution.
We salute those being persecuted and beset.
We salute our friends in the Reich. Their
steadfastness and loyalty deserve admiration.
Their courage to avow their beliefs, their
unbroken assurance – [laughter from the
NSDAP – Bravo! from the SPD] vouch for a
brighter future
[repeated enthusiastic applause from
the SPD – laughter from the NSDAP].

