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Background

Hitler’s Dilemma

1890: born in Braunau, Austria

1913: left Austria to avoid draft

1915: German soldier in World War I

1923: Munich Beer Hall Putsch

1925: Imminent deportation

Hitler resigns Austrian citizenship
1932: Hitler is national leader of the 
NSDAP (Nazi Party) and wants to run for 
presidency of Germany. 

But he is stateless, with a criminal record.

Munich 1923
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Free State of 
Braunschweig

(Brunswick)

Background

Germany 
in the 1920s
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Background

Mediaeval Town
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Background

Growth Outside the 
Historical Core

Expansion in the 1890s/1900s August Bebel Hof, established 1929
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Background

State Election 1927
Social Democrats gain 24 of 46 
seats = absolute majority, 
Unique at the time!

State Election 1930
Social Democrats (17 Seats), 
Alliance (11), Nazis (9)  
Communists (2), Others (1)

Nazi support especially in the rural 
and mountain districts

Note: DVP, DNVP and other centrist parties formed a joint list (‘Alliance’) in Braunschweig for the 1918, 1920, 

1922 and 1930 elections. 
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Background

Braunschweig 1930

Alliance forms coalition with NSDAP
• together 20 of 40 seats
• NSDAP

• Speaker of Parliament (Zörner)
• Minister of Interior (Klagges)

• Roll-back some SPD policies
• First wave of dismissals of teachers & officials
• Harassment of opposition politicians

Albert Brandes, 
DVP group leader

Judicial official 

Werner Küchenthal, 
DNVP, Prime Minister

E.A. Roloff, DNVP
Alliance leader, 

Professor 

Heinrich Wessel, 
DVP, Publisher 

Ernst Zörner,  
Speaker of Parliament 

Anton Franzen, 
Minister of Interior

9/1930-7/1931 

Dietrich Klagges, 
Minister of Interior

Since 9/1931 

Friedrich Alpers, 
SS leader

Liberal/Conservative Alliance

Nazis
7

11 seats

9 seats

By 1932, this was the only 
state government with 
Nazi involvement; a 
similar coalition in 
Thuringia had failed. 

The People’s Party (DVP) 
was in coalition with SPD 
nationally but part of the 
‘Alliance’ in 
Braunschweig. 



Events of 1931

University leaders stand up to Nazis 1

Otto Schmitz, 
Prof of Engineering

TU President 
dismissed 1932

Gustav Gassner, 
Prof of Botany

TU President 1932
Arrested 1933

Carl Mühlenpfordt, 
Prof of Architecture
TU Vice-President 
dismissed 1933/4

November 5

• NS Student Group accuses a Bulgarian student of insulting a female German student and 

demands dismissal of the Bulgarian. 

• Vice President Carl Mühlenpfordt initiates an investigation  reprimand but no strong penalty. 

• Mühlenpfordt becomes focus of personal attacks by NS student group. 

November 21

• Senate outlaws the NS student group, but is overruled by the Minister of Interior (Klagges). 

• A new investigation leads to the dismissal of the Bulgarian student

January 1932

• Personal attacks by NS students (backed by Klagges) of President, Vice-President and Senate. 

• Polarization among student groups NS-students vs. others esp. architecture students. 

• University conflict triggers a crisis in government.
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Events of 1932

Professor Hitler?

Caricature in SPD-related newspaper, 1932

February 2

National NSDAP asks Klagges (Minister of Interior in Braunschweig) to 
arrange German citizenship for Hitler

February 13

Klagges prepares the appointment of Hitler for a vacant  professorship at 
the Technical University Braunschweig, without consulting the TU. 
 The appointment carried with it German citizenship

February 15

Rumors are leaked to the press and trigger strong opposition

February 20

University President Schmitz intervenes directly to Prime Minister 
Küchenthal to object, bypassing Klagges. 

Big controversy within the Alliance, national politicians intervene

Küchenthal refuses to sign the appointment. 

March

Klagges complains about Schmitz’ intervention. Senate supports Schmitz. 

“Hitler’s Inaugural Lecture”
“as Professor of applied pedagogics at TU Braunschweig” 
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Events of 1932

Hitler appointed to a governmental position

February 22

Alliance politicians propose appointing Hitler to senior role in 
Braunschweig-representation in Berlin instead of professorship. 

DVP reluctantly agrees on condition that it is not a sham contract. 

February 26

Hitler is formally appointed – just-in-time for nomination deadline

March 13

1st round of presidential election: Hitler (30.2%) triggers run-off election 
against incumbent President Hindenburg (49.6%)

April 10

2nd round of election: Hindenburg 53.1%, Hitler 36.7% 
Major propaganda success for the still young Nazi party. 

Citizenship certificate dated 
February 26, 1932

10

Hitler never actually worked 
in the role to which he was 
appointed



Events of 1932

What if? 
Professor Ulrich Menzel @ TU Braunschweig argues in 2014 that: 

• If no government job in Braunschweig, then no Braunschweig citizenship
• If no Braunschweig citizenship, then no German citizenship
• If no German citizenship, then no candidature in 1932 presidential election
• If no candidature, then Hindenburg would not have stood either (he has old, 

and only motivated by the need to prevent Hitler)
• If no candidature by Hitler and Hindenburg, then an entirely different slot of 

candidates would have been available. 
• If no Hitler candidature, then Hitler would not have enjoyed the propaganda 

success of the run-off election
• If no such propaganda success, then further vote increases in 1932 would 

have been smaller
• If less increase in voter support, less pressures to replace Brüning government 

and more time for Brüning negotiations with allies regarding reparations. 
• If no Hindenburg as re-elected as president, then no appointment of Hitler in 

January 1933
 German history would have been very different

Discuss: 
Would Germany have evolved substantively differently 
if the Alliance in Braunschweig had refused to appoint 

Hitler to a government position in February 1932?

Braunschweiger Zeitung, 2014
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Events of 1932

University leaders stand up to Nazis 2

May
• Minister Klagges suspends President Schmitz and initiates disciplinary procedures 

for research collaboration with the Soviet Union. 
• Schmitz is formally dismissed from university service in November.

August
• Formation of a new Senate: Gustav Gassner new President. 

November
• NS students attempt to use memorial days to celebrate NS student leader killed in 

a street battle with communists.  Senate/Gassner prohibit this
• NS students put up their banners across campus  Senate/Gassner prohibit this
• Klagges intervenes in university and overrules Senate on both issues. 

December
• German University Presidents’ Conference and Alliance parties support Gassner.
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Early March
• KDP and SPD outlawed, leaders arrested and many 

tortured, including major Ernst Boehme

March 27
• Paramilitary storm building where opponents are 

gathered, arresting 1400 people. 

April
• Dietrich Klagges Prime Minister

May
• A Nazi is appointed university president
• First book burning 

June
• Murder of 10 randomly picked trade unionists and social 

democrats by the SS (“Rieseberg Murders”)

Events of 1933

After the national power grab, things get 
ugly in Braunschweig very quickly. 

May 1, 1933, on the main staircase of the university. 

Paul 
Horrmann

Dietrich 
Klagges
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Gustav Gassner (1881-1955) 

PhD (Agricultural University of Berlin)
Early career positions in Montevideo (Uruguay), Kiel, and Rostock. 
Professor of Botany and Director of Botanical Garden, TU Braunschweig (since 1918)

1932: Elected President of the TU
Multiple conflicts with Nazi student groups and Minister Klagges

April 1, 1933: Arrested, dismissed from the TU 

1934-1939: Exile in Ankara, Turkey 
1939: Visiting Germany, surprised by the start of war, 

Survived the war in a private research institute, 

1945: Reinstated as University President in 1945. 
1946: Co-Chair of German University Presidents Conference
1948: Retired from University Presidency
1951: Emeritus 

Research interests:  
phytopathology and plant 
physiology, esp. photosynthesis, 
plant diseases 

Textbook: 
microscopic analysis of 
plant-based foods (3rd

ed. 1956; 6th ed. 2007)
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Why? 
Why did politicians of the middle classes* help 

the Nazis gain power in Germany? 

How did a democracy 

turn into an authoritarian regime? 

* Middle classes = people with typically conservative values, such as small business owners, artisans, shop owners, 
government administrators, farmers, landowners.

[The Economist, September 2019]
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Why? 

“Make Germany Great Again”
Prevalence of frustration in German society, especially urban middle classes

National humiliation of World War I
• Lost war, 
• Returning soldiers without recognition or purpose in life,
• Versailles treaty: giving Germans all the fault for the war, taking away a lot of territory, 

occupation of industrial heartland, imposing huge financial burden, … 

Great financial crisis
• Large scale unemployment 

mainly affecting working class
• Fear of social decline of middle classes

• Banking collapses
• Small business failures

Supporters of the liberal and national parties shared a 
lot of the concerns that the Nazis promised to address. 
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Revolution of 1918 led to a short-lived socialist 
experiment

November 8-10, 1918

Uprising forced Duke Ernest August to resign. Proclamation of 
the Socialist Republic of Braunschweig

December 22

State parliamentary elections: SPD 27.7%, U-SPD 24.3%, 
Alliance 26.2%, Democratic Party (DDP) 21.8%.

February 22, 1919

Worker-and-soldier committees formally hands over control to 
SPD/USPD government. 

April 9, 1919

Spartakists initiate general strike; advocating expropriation and 
dismissal of SPD-led government  at the brink of civil war

April 17, 1919

Military Free Corp intervenes, dissolves soldier-and-worker 
committees

Why?

Polarization of Society 1 

Minna Fasshauer
First ever female State 
Minister in Germany

Duke and Duchess, 
with Crown Prince, 1915

Worker and Soldier Committee 
after receiving resignation 
notice from the duke. 
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Why?

Polarization of Society 2
Locally, the SPD has been the leading 
political force throughout the 1920s. 

• Reform of education system 

• Strengthening basic education

• Reducing influence of the church in the education system

• Appointment of teachers representing ‘reform pedagogics’

• New Institute of Education at the TU, with social democrat as 
head (forced early retirement in 1931). 

• Administrative reform 

• Social housing 

Ernst Böhme, SPD, major of 
Braunschweig 1929-1933.
In 1933 arrested, tortured 
and forced to resign. 
Reinstated as city major by 
British authorities in May 
1945. 

Heinrich Jasper, SPD, Prime 
Minister of Braunschweig, 
several times 1919-1930.
1933 arrested. 
Died in concentration 
camp Bergen-Belsen, 
February 1945. 
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The People’s Party (DVP) was 
in coalition with SPD 
nationally but part of the 
‘Alliance’ in Braunschweig. 

Why?

Polarization of Society 3
In the 1930 election campaign, the Alliance of DVP, DNVP 
and others targeted primarily the SPD-government

State debt increased from 15.9m to 46.8 m

Taxes! Taxes! Taxes!

School reforms hostile to religion

Appointment of party members to county directors

Everyone, on Sept 14, Vote Alliance!

Appointment of “school reformers”



Why?

Ambivalence towards Equal-vote Democracy

Until 1914: 
• Majoritarian system 
• Unequal weights
• Women did not vote
• Age limit 25 years

After 1919: 
• Every vote counts equal. 
• Everyone over 20, including women.
• Basic principle: 60,000 votes = 1 seat in 

Reichstag (Parliament) 
 share of votes and share of seats closely aligned

For:
SPD
DDP
DVP

(Zentrum)

Against:
KPD

DNVP
NSDAP

0% 10% 20% 30%

Conserative Parties

Liberal Parties

Zentrum (Catholics)

Socal democrats

Regional parties

Others
National Election 1907

Share of Seats Share of Votes
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Weaknesses in the constitution undermined the 
division of powers and the effectiveness of 
democratic institutions

Why?

Ambivalence towards Equal-vote Democracy

• Proportional representation 
without minimum threshold 
 lots of small groups in parliament 
 difficult to form a stable government

• Loopholes in the constitution allowed abuse of 
power by government ministers

Braunschweig 9/1931 and 2/1932: 

Speaker of Parliament Zörner (NSDAP) dismisses 
Communist MPs after heated exchanges in parliament 
 the coalition has a majority in parliament.

Braunschweig 1933: 

Communists arrested, social democrats prevented 
from attending 
 NSDAP has control of parliament 

Braunschweig
State Parliament,
final meeting in 
March 1933. 
Note: empty seats on 
the “left”; speaker in 
uniform

21



Why?

Personal Interests
Ever-present Nazi paramilitaries 
• Parades through cities and towns
• “100,000 men” parade in Braunschweig, October 1931

Nazi press 
• Highly personal attacks on individuals voicing 

opposing opinions (“character assassination”)

Intimidation
Fear of reprisals 

Nazi paramilitary parade 
Braunschweig 1931 22

In 1932, the SENATE of the TU formally complained to government about the false 
allegations, attacks and intimidations in the local Nazi media against university leaders.



Why?

Personal Interests

Personal career, for example:  

Werner Küchenthal, 
 President of State Bank 1933-45. 

Ernst August Roloff, 
 promotion to full professor 1932

Albert Brandes, DVP
judicial executive 

official 

Werner Küchenthal, 
DNVP, Prime Minister

E.A. Roloff, DNVP
Alliance leader, 

Professor 

Heinrich Wessel, 
DVP, Publisher 

Liberal/Conservative Alliance

Political survival

If Alliance had not cooperated with NSDAP to get 
Hitler the citizenship, 
 coalition would likely have collapsed
 new elections in 1932
 Alliance (esp. DVP) would have lost seats
 New government under NSDAP or SPD lead? 

23

11 seats



Epilog

1946
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By order of the British military 

authorities, 

with the support of the relevant 

German politicians,

the state of “Braunschweig” is 

dissolved, 

and integrated in the new state 

of “Niedersachsen” (Lower 

Saxony).

Epilog

November 1946
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