
the night of the long knives

the night of the long knives was a pivotal event in German history that took place in
late June and early July of 1934. This brutal political purge marked a decisive moment in
Adolf Hitler’s consolidation of power within the Nazi Party and the German state. The purge
targeted the Sturmabteilung (SA), also known as the Brownshirts, along with other political
adversaries, resulting in the assassination of numerous key figures. Often described as a
turning point in the establishment of Hitler’s dictatorship, the night of the long knives
effectively eliminated internal dissent and gained the support of the German military and
conservative forces. This article explores the background, key figures, events, and
consequences of the night of the long knives, providing a comprehensive understanding of
its historical significance. The following sections will cover the origins of the SA, the political
climate leading up to the purge, the sequence of events during the purge, and the
aftermath that shaped Nazi Germany.
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Background and Origins of the Night of the Long
Knives

The night of the long knives originated from escalating tensions within the Nazi Party and
German politics in the early 1930s. The Sturmabteilung (SA), led by Ernst Röhm, was
instrumental in Hitler's rise to power, providing the paramilitary muscle to intimidate
opponents and enforce Nazi ideology. However, by 1934, Röhm’s ambitions for the SA
posed a threat to Hitler’s control and to the German military establishment. The SA sought
to become a "second army," which alarmed the Reichswehr (German army) and
conservative elites. Hitler faced pressure to curb the SA’s power and secure the loyalty of
the military and industrial elites.

Role of the Sturmabteilung (SA)



The SA was founded as a paramilitary wing of the Nazi Party, responsible for protecting
party meetings, disrupting opposition gatherings, and intimidating political enemies. Their
aggressive tactics helped the Nazis gain influence during the Weimar Republic’s turbulent
years. By 1934, the SA had grown to over three million members, making it a formidable
force. However, its growing strength and Röhm’s desire to integrate the SA with the regular
army caused significant unease among Germany’s traditional power structures.

Political Climate in Early 1930s Germany

Germany in the early 1930s was marked by political instability, economic hardship, and
social unrest. The Nazi Party capitalized on nationalist sentiment and dissatisfaction with
the Treaty of Versailles. Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor in January 1933 set the stage
for radical changes. However, his government depended on maintaining the support of the
conservative military and political elites, which conflicted with the SA’s expansionist
agenda. This clash of interests created a volatile environment that ultimately led to the
purge.

Key Figures Involved in the Purge

The night of the long knives involved several prominent Nazi leaders, military officials, and
political opponents. Understanding the roles of these key figures provides insight into the
motivations and outcomes of the purge.

Adolf Hitler

As the Führer and Chancellor of Germany, Hitler orchestrated the night of the long knives to
consolidate his power. He used the purge to eliminate rivals within the Nazi Party and to
reassure the military and conservative politicians of his commitment to stability and order.

Ernst Röhm

Ernst Röhm was the leader of the SA and one of Hitler’s early allies. Known for his radical
views and desire to merge the SA with the army, Röhm became a liability. His growing
power and influence threatened Hitler’s control, leading to his arrest and execution during
the purge.

Hermann Göring and Heinrich Himmler

Both Göring and Himmler played crucial roles in planning and executing the purge. Göring,



a leading Nazi official, helped coordinate the arrests and killings. Himmler, head of the SS
(Schutzstaffel), was instrumental in carrying out the purge and later expanded the SS’s
influence as a result.

Other Victims and Targets

The purge extended beyond the SA leadership to include various political adversaries,
critics, and perceived enemies. Among the victims were former Chancellor Kurt von
Schleicher, and other figures who opposed or threatened Hitler’s regime.

The Events of the Night of the Long Knives

The night of the long knives occurred over several days, beginning on June 30, 1934, and
involved a series of coordinated arrests, executions, and intimidation tactics carried out
primarily by the SS and Gestapo.

Initiation of the Purge

The purge was launched with surprise arrests targeting SA leaders and other political
figures. Hitler personally authorized the operation, which was carried out swiftly and
ruthlessly. The pretext for the purge was the alleged conspiracy and treasonous behavior
by Röhm and his associates.

Sequence of Key Actions

Early morning arrests of SA leaders in Munich and Berlin.1.

Execution of Ernst Röhm at Stadelheim Prison.2.

Assassination of other prominent SA figures and political opponents.3.

Public announcement by Hitler justifying the purge as necessary to protect the nation.4.

Use of the SS and Gestapo

The SS, under Himmler, played a central role in carrying out the purge. The Gestapo
assisted by arresting and interrogating suspects. This event marked a significant shift in the



balance of power within the Nazi Party, elevating the SS as Hitler’s primary instrument of
enforcement and terror.

Political and Social Context Leading to the Purge

The night of the long knives cannot be fully understood without examining the broader
political and social environment of Germany in 1934. Several factors converged to make
the purge both necessary and possible for Hitler.

Threats to Hitler’s Authority

Röhm’s ambitions and the SA’s unruly behavior threatened Hitler’s ability to maintain
control over the Nazi movement and the German state. The SA’s radicalism alienated
conservative politicians, the military, and business leaders, creating pressure on Hitler to
act decisively.

Pressure from the German Army

The Reichswehr viewed the SA’s expansion as a direct threat to its own power and prestige.
The army’s leadership demanded a reduction in the SA’s influence and a clear
demonstration of Hitler’s commitment to traditional military authority. The purge was
instrumental in securing the army’s support.

Public Opinion and Propaganda

Hitler and the Nazi propaganda machine framed the night of the long knives as a necessary
purge of traitors and enemies of the state. This narrative helped to justify the extrajudicial
killings and consolidate popular support for Hitler’s regime.

Consequences and Impact on Nazi Germany

The night of the long knives had far-reaching consequences for Germany’s political
structure, the Nazi Party, and the trajectory of Hitler’s dictatorship.

Consolidation of Hitler’s Power

The purge eliminated key rivals and dissenters, solidifying Hitler’s absolute control over the



Nazi Party and the German government. It demonstrated his willingness to use ruthless
violence to maintain authority.

Strengthening of the SS

The success of the purge elevated the SS as the dominant paramilitary force in Nazi
Germany. Under Himmler’s leadership, the SS expanded its role in political repression,
security, and later, the implementation of the Holocaust.

Impact on the German Military

By curbing the SA’s power, Hitler secured the loyalty of the Reichswehr, which later became
the Wehrmacht. This alliance was crucial for his plans of rearmament and territorial
expansion.

Legal and Political Ramifications

Following the purge, the German cabinet retroactively legalized the killings, signaling the
end of the rule of law and the rise of totalitarian governance. The event set a precedent for
state-sponsored political violence under the Nazi regime.

Historical Interpretations and Legacy

The night of the long knives remains a subject of extensive historical analysis and debate.
Its legacy is essential to understanding the nature of Nazi totalitarianism and the
mechanisms of political repression.

Interpretations by Historians

Many historians view the purge as a calculated move by Hitler to neutralize threats and
secure his dictatorship. It exemplifies the violent methods used by the Nazi regime to
eliminate opposition and consolidate power. Some interpretations emphasize the role of
fear and paranoia within the Nazi leadership, while others highlight the strategic political
calculations involved.

Legacy in Modern History



The night of the long knives serves as a stark example of how political violence can be
institutionalized within a state. It is frequently cited in discussions about authoritarian
regimes, political purges, and the erosion of democratic institutions. The event is a
reminder of the dangers posed by unchecked power and the importance of legal and
political safeguards.

Lessons for Contemporary Politics

The purge underscores the risks inherent in political extremism and the consolidation of
power through extrajudicial means. It illustrates the potential consequences when political
leaders prioritize personal control over democratic principles and human rights.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Night of the Long Knives?
The Night of the Long Knives was a political purge that took place in Nazi Germany from
June 30 to July 2, 1934, where Adolf Hitler ordered the assassination of the Sturmabteilung
(SA) leaders and other political opponents to consolidate his power.

Why did Hitler carry out the Night of the Long Knives?
Hitler carried out the purge to eliminate threats from the SA, particularly its leader Ernst
Röhm, who was seen as a rival, and to appease the German Army and conservative
politicians who viewed the SA's growing power with suspicion.

Who were the main targets during the Night of the
Long Knives?
The main targets were Ernst Röhm, the SA leadership, and other political opponents such
as former Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher and conservative critics of Hitler.

How did the Night of the Long Knives impact the Nazi
regime?
The purge solidified Hitler's control over the Nazi Party and the German government,
secured the loyalty of the German Army, and eliminated internal dissent, paving the way
for his dictatorship.

What role did the SS play in the Night of the Long
Knives?
The SS, under Heinrich Himmler, played a crucial role in carrying out the assassinations
during the purge, acting on Hitler's orders to eliminate SA leaders and other targets.



How did the German public react to the Night of the
Long Knives?
Many Germans accepted or supported the purge as it was presented as a necessary action
to prevent a coup and restore order, while opposition voices were silenced or intimidated.

Did the Night of the Long Knives have any legal
justification?
Hitler retroactively legalized the purge by obtaining a law from the Reichstag that declared
the killings legal and exempt from prosecution, framing them as actions taken to protect
the state.

What long-term effects did the Night of the Long Knives
have on Nazi Germany?
The purge strengthened Hitler's dictatorship by removing rivals, ensured the army's
support by curbing the SA, increased the power of the SS, and marked a significant step
towards totalitarian rule in Germany.

Additional Resources
1. The Night of the Long Knives: Hitler's Purge and the Rise of the SS
This book offers a detailed account of the Night of the Long Knives, the 1934 purge in Nazi
Germany where Hitler eliminated potential rivals within the SA and consolidated his power.
It explores the political context leading up to the event and the brutal tactics used to
silence opposition. The narrative also examines the rise of the SS as the dominant force in
Nazi enforcement.

2. Hitler’s Blood Purge: The Night of the Long Knives and the Fall of the SA
Focusing on the dramatic downfall of the Sturmabteilung (SA), this book delves into the
internal power struggles within the Nazi Party. It provides insight into the motivations
behind Hitler’s decision to carry out the purge and the impact it had on the Nazi regime’s
stability. The author uses primary sources to paint a vivid picture of betrayal and political
violence.

3. The Killing of the SA: Political Intrigue and Violence in Nazi Germany
This work investigates the events surrounding the purge from multiple perspectives,
including eyewitness accounts and official Nazi communications. It highlights the complex
interplay between Hitler, the SA leadership, and other Nazi factions. The book also
discusses the legal and moral justifications used to legitimize the killings.

4. Consolidation of Power: The Night of the Long Knives and Nazi Germany
This book places the purge within the broader context of Nazi consolidation of power in the
early 1930s. It analyzes how the Night of the Long Knives helped establish Hitler’s
dictatorship by removing threats both real and perceived. The author also explores the
international reaction to the purge and its implications for German politics.



5. Under the Shadow of the Knife: The Night of the Long Knives and the SS Ascendancy
Examining the rise of the SS following the purge, this book details how the event marked a
turning point in Nazi paramilitary organization. It discusses the transformation of the SS
from a subordinate group to Hitler’s elite force. The narrative also covers key figures like
Heinrich Himmler and their role in orchestrating the purge.

6. The Purge that Changed Germany: Night of the Long Knives and Its Aftermath
This title explores the immediate and long-term consequences of the Night of the Long
Knives on German society and politics. It looks at how the purge affected not only Nazi
leadership but also ordinary citizens and opposition groups. The author provides a
comprehensive overview of the event’s historical significance.

7. Blood and Power: The Night of the Long Knives in Historical Perspective
Offering a scholarly analysis, this book situates the Night of the Long Knives within the
broader history of political purges worldwide. It compares Hitler’s actions to similar events
in other regimes, highlighting patterns of authoritarian consolidation. The book also
critically examines the myths and propaganda surrounding the purge.

8. Inside the Storm: Eyewitness Accounts of the Night of the Long Knives
This compilation brings together firsthand testimonies from survivors, witnesses, and
perpetrators of the purge. It provides a human dimension to the brutal political event,
revealing personal experiences and fears. The book sheds light on the atmosphere of
suspicion and terror that permeated Nazi Germany during the purge.

9. The Long Knives Strike: The Political Machinations Behind Hitler’s Purge
Focusing on the behind-the-scenes political maneuvering, this book uncovers the strategic
calculations that led to the purge. It explores the roles of key advisors, military leaders, and
rival factions in shaping Hitler’s decision. The narrative reveals the complexity of Nazi
politics and the ruthless nature of power struggles within the regime.
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