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The Gestapo 
The Gestapo was formed in April 1933, it was established by 
Herman Goering when he was appointed Minister President 
of Prussia. He took over the Prussian police force and made 
its intelligence and security divisions a separate organisation. 
The new organisation was led by Rudolf Diels (above), one of 
Goering’s proteges. 

Political Role
The previous Prussian police force had a political role, it was 
tasked with the job of monitoring the activities of 
communists and ‘subversives’. This political role did not 
extend to monitoring extremists on the political right such as 
the Nazis, which shows that there were pre existing 
institutional biases in the police before Hitler came to power. 

Diels, who had worked for the Prussian Interior Ministry as 
an advisor to the police service, claimed falsely in 1932 that 
Prussia faced the threat of a communist takeover. 

Between 1933 and 1934 he quickly became resented by 
Himmler, who wanted the Gestapo to come under his 
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Different categories 
of police 

Only in 1936, when Heinrich 
Himmler, head of the SS was 
appointed head of all 
Germany’s police forces, did the 
various branches of the police 
come together under one 
structure. The regular police 
(Kriminal Polizei) or Kripo 
investigated ‘ordinary’ crimes, 
but their investigations were 
based on racial thinking. This 
meant that a suspect’s ethnic 
origins and geneology were 
factors in determining their 
guilt. The Kripo were combined 
with the Secret State Police 
(Geheime Staats Polizei) in 1936 
to form the Sicherheits Polizei 
(Sipo). Reinhard Heydrich was 
given command of the Sipo and 
the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), or 
Security Service. The Ordnung 
Polizei (order police) were 
Germany’s uniformed police. 

By 1936 Hitler had allowed 
(against normal practice for 
him), immense power to be 
concentrated in the hands of 
Heinrich Himmler. He allowed 
this because he was convinced 
that the new structure of police 
and SS that was emerging 
would be a powerful tool to 
protect his rule and enforce his 
policies. 

HITLER’S POLICE  
STATE 
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control. Himmler and Heydrich persuaded Interior Minister 
Wilhelm Frick to dismiss Diels and hand the Gestapo over to 
Himmler. In his biography, Diels wrote that: “I was in charge of 
the Gestapo until the beginning of 1934. Meanwhile Himmler was in 
charge of the police in provinces of Germany with the exception of 
Prussia. Himmler had become the leader of all these police forces, and, 
of course, he now sought to get the leadership of the police in Prussia as 
well. It was not agreeable to me, I wanted to handle my police myself. 
But when Hitler asked me to do this and said that it would be the 
correct thing, and it was proven, I actually handed the police over to 
Himmler, who put Heydrich in charge.”

One of the chief motivations of Hitler and Goering in putting 
Himmler in charge of the Gestapo was that the organisation 
could be used as a weapon against the growing power of the 
SA. 

Heinrich Muller
 In 1936 Himmler appointed Heinrich Muller as the head of 
the now national Gestapo, which had expanded from simply 
being a Prussian force. He had initially opposed the Nazi 
takeover of Prussia, but was highly ambitious and willing to 
work for Nazi political masters like Himmler, he only joined 
the party in 1939 for opportunist reasons. In 1936 the 
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Power and 
possibilities 

As the power that the 
development of a police state 
brought Hitler grew, so did the 
possibilities that went with it. A 
common and misleading view of 
Hitler is that he had an organised 
and structured plan of terror and 
persecution ready when he came 
to power in 1933. It is more 
accurate to say that Hitler had 
broad visions of what would be 
desirable and as these ‘visions’ 
become more attainable due to 
the growth of state power, Hitler’s 
policies began to radicalise. 

This would explain why Hitler was 
content for Himmler in the SS to 
accumulate such a large degree 
of personal power. It also 
explains events such as the anti 
Jewish pogrom Krystallnacht in 
1938.  

The attack on the Jewish 
community was pioneered by 
Goebbels and Himmler. The 
majority of the violence was 
carried out by the SA, but with SS 
and police help. Hitler authorised 
the action but the driver of events 
was Himmler and the leadership 
of the SS.
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Gestapo’s power dramatically increased as it was made exempt from judicial review, meaning that the 
courts were unable to have any oversight or 
question what its officers were doing. The 
Gestapo was seen to be operating within the 
law as long as it was correctly interpreting the 
will of the Fuhrer. 

Protective Custody
The Gestapo was able to circumvent the court 
system from 1933 onwards by the practice of 
‘protective custody’. When a suspect was 
arrested, they would be intimidated or beaten 
into signing a document that placed them in 
the ‘protection’ of the Gestapo, who would 

imprison them on the pretext that it was keeping them safe. Whilst there was a great deal of 
sympathy for the Nazi cause amongst the judiciary, the courts in 1933 were still substantially 
independent from the regime and were not guaranteed to always deliver the verdicts that the Nazis or 
their police functionaries wanted.

Dachau 
The development of concentration camps in the Third Reich began in March 1933 due to the large 
influx of prisoners into the regular penal system after the anti Communist purge following the 
Reichstag Fire. The first camp was set up at an old munitions factory at Dachau on the outskirts of 
Munich. The camp was designated for political prisoners and then religious, asocial and racial ones 
after the Nuremberg Laws in 1935. 

Dachau was hastily opened in 1933 and the regime used it as a centre in which to try out new methods 
of control. It was a training centre for SS camp administrators and prisoners were forced to carry out 
hard manual work.

The Nazis believed that Dachau and the camps that followed were capable of ‘re-habilitating’ political 
offenders and that work would be transformative. Periods of incarceration were relatively short (an 
average of 18 months), but harsh and brutal. While there were frequent inmate deaths at Dachau, the 
majority of prisoners survived the experience. Once they were released they were subject to constant 
surveillance and the possibility of re-arrest at any time.  

Dachau’s existence was not kept secret from the German public, the Nazis were quite happy to 
announce its existence. It was not intended to serve so much as a warning to other potential trouble 
makers, but to provide ordinary Germans with evidence that Hitler had ‘saved’ Germany from 
subversion.
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