The Road to American Tyranny

Nazi German troops on display in the 1930s

The collapse of Germany’s Weimar Republic illustrates how democracies unravel when crises,
polarization, and extremist politics converge. Economically, the Great Depression devastated
Germany, causing skyrocketing unemployment, poverty, and public disillusionment with
democratic institutions. Political fragmentation and instability paralyzed the government, with
proportional representation resulting in a fragmented Reichstag unable to sustain stable
coalitions. President Paul von Hindenburg increasingly resorted to ruling by emergency decree
under Article 48, setting a dangerous precedent for Adolf Hitler’s eventual dictatorship.

Hitler did not violently seize power but instead exploited the existing political chaos to legally
dismantle democracy. Appointed Chancellor by Hindenburg in January 1933, Hitler swiftly
capitalized on a manufactured crisis—the Reichstag Fire. The February 27 fire, blamed on a
communist arsonist, provided justification for the Reichstag Fire Decree, which enabled Hitler to
suspend civil liberties and conduct mass arrests of political opponents, effectively neutralizing
opposition. Soon after, the Enabling Act of March 1933 allowed Hitler’s government to enact
laws without parliamentary approval, thereby legally establishing a dictatorship. The Holocaust
Encyclopedia confirms, “Hitler used the weaknesses written into the Weimar Constitution...to
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assume dictatorial power.” Courts and civil servants facilitated this transformation,
demonstrating how democracy can be dismantled from within by legal mechanisms.

Now well past one hundred days into Donald Trump’s second presidency, historians draw
troubling parallels to Weimar-era Germany. Trump's administration aggressively leverages
emergency powers and executive decrees, testing the boundaries of constitutional governance in
ways reminiscent of Hitler’s early moves.

Immigration became Trump’s first emergency target. Within days of his inauguration, Trump
declared a national emergency to launch mass deportations, deploying military forces
domestically to support Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). Reuters noted that Trump
explicitly confirmed plans to declare a national emergency to fulfill his deportation promises. By
framing migrants as a national threat, the administration bypassed traditional due process
protections, echoing Hitler’s use of manufactured threats to justify extreme measures.

Dissent and protests have also been aggressively suppressed. Trump administration officials
exerted direct pressure on universities where pro-Palestinian demonstrations occurred. At
Columbia University, dozens of students were arrested following Trump’s public accusations of
antisemitism, and the administration significantly cut federal research grants to coerce
compliance. Similarly, The Guardian reported federal arrests of student protesters nationwide,
particularly targeting international student activists—mirroring early Nazi crackdowns on
opposition groups and students in 1933.

Economic nationalism through executive fiat has become another hallmark of Trump’s renewed
presidency. Trump's administration sharply escalated tariffs against China, reaching levels as
high as 145%, and imposed tariffs on other countries worldwide without legislative consent,
undermining Congressional trade oversight. This aggressive unilateral approach unsettled
markets and raised constitutional concerns, akin to the economic centralization policies of 1930s
authoritarian regimes.

Trump’s challenge to birthright citizenship represents his most direct constitutional
confrontation. His Inauguration Day executive order sought to deny citizenship to children of
non-citizen parents, explicitly contradicting the 14th Amendment. Although federal courts
quickly issued injunctions declaring this move unconstitutional, Trump appealed to a
sympathetic Supreme Court majority, testing the judiciary’s capacity to defend constitutional
rights. Critics warn that such executive overreach parallels historical authoritarian practices, like
the Nuremberg Laws, which manipulated citizenship laws to marginalize minorities.

Moreover, Trump has executed a broad purge within the federal bureaucracy to consolidate
loyalty. By reinstating and expanding "Schedule F," Trump reclassified approximately 50,000
federal workers as at-will employees, making them vulnerable to summary dismissal. The
administration openly defends this purge as removing "subversion" from the civil service, which
undermines professional independence and establishes ideological conformity reminiscent of the
Nazi civil service purges following Hitler’s rise.
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Behind Trump's actions lies significant oligarchic support, paralleling Hitler’s reliance on
wealthy industrialists. In Germany, figures like Fritz Thyssen financially backed Hitler, while
media barons such as Alfred Hugenberg provided critical propaganda. Similarly, Elon Musk,
owner of social media platform X (formerly Twitter), now significantly shapes public discourse.
Musk has openly supported Trump, promoting right-wing narratives and conspiracy theories
while dismantling the platform’s moderation mechanisms. Foreign Policy highlights Musk’s role
in making the platform a haven for disinformation and authoritarian propaganda, effectively
echoing the propaganda mechanisms employed by Joseph Goebbels.

Musk also influences governance directly, leading Trump’s initiative to reorganize federal
agencies under corporate principles. This "Department of Government Efficiency,"” satirically
called DOGE, systematically gutted regulatory bodies, inviting public backlash and protests
against Musk’s businesses. The alliance of billionaire media influence and political power
mirrors the Nazi-era elite support structure, enabling authoritarian tendencies.

Contemporary America thus stands at a precipice, echoing Weimar’s descent. Each emergency
declaration, each suppression of dissent, and each purge of independent officials incrementally
erodes constitutional democracy. The old adage that ‘if the only tool you have is a hammer,
everything looks like a nail’ comes to mind. Observers increasingly liken current events to
Germany’s Reichstag Fire moment—a manufactured crisis that facilitated authoritarian rule.
During his first term, Trump considered invoking the Insurrection Act to quell protests; allies
even suggested martial law to rerun elections. Now, as his administration steadily normalizes
emergency decrees, the threat of Trump invoking martial law in response to future domestic
unrest feels disturbingly plausible.

History's warnings are clear. The destruction of the Weimar Republic illustrates how rapidly
democracies can crumble under perceived existential threats. Germans sacrificed their freedom
for promised security and national rebirth, only to find themselves ensnared in a dictatorship. In
America today, Congress, the judiciary, and the free press remain essential bulwarks against
executive overreach, but their strength relies on swift, decisive actions. Unlike Weimar’s failed
gatekeepers, American institutions must assert their constitutional roles vigorously, confronting
emergency abuses immediately and directly. More broadly, the single most critical action
individual Americans can take is active civic engagement—staying politically informed,
supporting independent journalism, regularly participating in elections, attending community
meetings to voice their concerns, and holding their government officials accountable through
peaceful advocacy. Every American must learn to critically assess whether the promises made to
them by their representatives in Washington and locally are genuine or whether those promises
entail surrendering their democratic way of life for the sake of illusory benefits that will never
reach them.

As Benjamin Franklin warned, “those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little
temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.” The United States must decisively reject
incremental authoritarianism. The lessons from Weimar’s demise illustrate the urgency of
proactively protecting constitutional democracy, ensuring America does not follow Germany’s
tragic historical path.


https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/02/hitler-oligarchs-hugenberg-nazi/681584/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/02/hitler-oligarchs-hugenberg-nazi/681584/
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/elon-musk-twitter-misinformation-timeline-1235076786/
https://www.aclu.org/news/national-security/trumps-expanded-domestic-military-use-should-worry-us-all

Andy J. Semotiuk is a U.S. and Canadian immigration attorney with Pace Law Firm in Toronto.
A former United Nations correspondent stationed in New York, Mr. Semotiuk is a Senior Advisor
to the Centre for Eastern European Democracy and a contributor to Forbes. A former President

of the Canada Ukraine Foundation, Mr. Semotiuk has written four books and is a human rights
activist.

You can keep track of America’s decline into tyranny by subscribing to:
https://trumptyrannytracker.substack.com/p/trump-tyranny-tracker-day-
121?utm_source=substack&publication_id=2360486&post_id=164133888&utm_medium=ema
il&utm_content=share&utm_campaign=email-

share&triggerShare=true&isFreemail=true &r=pvdlf&triedRedirect=true



