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current research 

T H E D E F E A T O F T H E G E R M A N UNIVERSITIES 1933 

Bruno W. Reimann(*) 

A b s t r a c t . The G e r m a n un ive r s i t i e s s t i l l have d i f f i cu l t i e s 
when they a p p r o a c h the i r h i s tory from 1933 to 1945 . P r e ­
va i l ing o v e r a t t e m p t s a t a c r i t i c a l r e e x a m i n a t i o n a re 
in t e rp re ta t ions w h i c h downplay the s i g n i f i c a n c e of, o r 
e v e n ignore or r ep res s this h i s tory . In lo f ty c o m m e m o r a ­
t i v e v o l u m e s o n e c a n learn much abou t br i l l iant per iods o f 
s c i e n c e and scho la r sh ip , but only l i t t l e or nothing about 
the da rke s t phase in t he h i s tory of the G e r m a n un ivers i ty . 
What l ies a t t he roo t of this d i f f i cu l t y in dea l ing wi th 
its own p a s t ? The un ive r s i t y would be shaken in its se l f -
r ega rd if i t should turn ou t t ha t ins t i tu t ions of higher 
learning w e r e not s imply sub juga ted through a c t s o f 
c o e r c i o n by N a t i o n a l S o c i a l i s m , but r a the r tha t in 1933 a 
p roces s o f " S e l b s t - G l e i c h s c h a l t u n g " ( 1 ) ( K . D . B r a c h e r ) took 
p l a c e , t ha t is, a p r o c e s s of vo lun ta ry c o o p e r a t i o n wi th an 
as s imi la t ion in to t h e N a t i o n a l Soc ia l i s t mach ine ry o f 
s t a t e and p o w e r . This s e l f - r e g a r d would fu r the rmore be 
shaken i f i t w e r e to be shown tha t t he un ivers i t i e s held 
the i deo log i ca l s t i r rup for Na t iona l Soc ia l i sm - tha t t h e y 
cou ld hold this s t i r rup b e c a u s e of c e r t a i n s c i en t i f i c and 
po l i t i c a l t r ad i t ions , w h i c h t h e y (still o r o n c e again) 
uphold t o d a y . 

In dea l ing wi th the pe r iod in ques t ion , many of the o lder a c c o u n t s , e s p e ­
c i a l l y the " o f f i c i a l " o r " q u a s i - o f f i c i a l " un ive r s i ty h i s to r iographies , show 
a t e n d e n c y to t r i v i a l i z e or d o w n - p l a y the response of the un ive rs i t i e s to 
Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m . What is e m p h a s i z e d in t h e s e a c c o u n t s is a b o v e al l t he 
a s p e c t o f c o e r c i o n f rom w i t h o u t : Na t iona l Soc ia l i sm supposedly inundated , as 
i t w e r e , the c o m p l e t e l y a p o l i t i c a l un ive r s i t i e s . From this p e r s p e c t i v e , 
p recur so r s o f Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m did not e x i s t wi thin a c a d e m i a ; t h e r e w e r e 
no t rad i t ions or d i spos i t ions w h i c h migh t e f f e c t a v e h e m e n t vo lun ta ry c o o p e ­
ra t ions wi th the s y s t e m . F r e q u e n t l y , this sub jec t was not d e a l t wi th a t al l 
a t t he ins t i tu t ional l e v e l , but w a s t r e a t e d ra the r as a problem of t he 
individual persons c o n c e r n e d . The main a g e n t s o f the "brown un ive r s i ty" 
w e r e thus said to be a f e w l e s s e r - k n o w n scho la r s . A l l this would e x o n e r a t e 
the un ive r s i ty , whose s e l f - i m a g e has a l w a y s r e s t e d on the t rad i t ion o f 
Humbold t , who based his idea of t he un ive r s i ty on the pr inc ip les of f r e e d o m 
and s e l f - d e t e r m i n a t i o n . R e f e r e n c e to t he b rown s tudent m o v e m e n t fu l f i l l s a 
s imi lar e x o n e r a t i v e func t ion . This s tudent m o v e m e n t w a s indeed a d r iv ing 

(*) A d d r e s s al l C o m m u n i c a t i o n s to Bruno W. Re imann , Un ive r s i t ä t G i e ß e n , 
F a c h b e r e i c h G e s e l l s c h a f t s w i s s e n s c h a f t e n , Insti tut für S o z i o l o g i e , 
K a r l - G l ö c k n e r - S t r a ß e 2 1 , D-6300 G i e ß e n . 
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f o r c e at the un ive r s i t i e s , but i t a c t u a l l y only p i cked up in c rude from wha t 
had b e e n hea rd for y e a r s in the s p e e c h e s of p rofessors and univers i ty presi­
den t s . 

C r i t i c a l a t t e m p t s at a r e e x a m i n a t i o n a re d o c u m e n t e d in the se r i e s of publi 
shed l e c t u r e s which took p l a c e in the s ix t i e s a t the un ivers i t i es of Tubin­
g e n , Munich and Ber l in . S imi la r in i t i a t ives ( l ec tu res , exh ib i t s , publ ica­
t ions) w e r e t aken in r e c e n t y e a r s a t the un ivers i t i e s of Tubingen , B i e l e f e l d 
and G i e s s e n . 

Na t iona l Soc i a l i sm did not s imply impose i tse l f on the un ivers i t i e s from the 
ou t s ide , as a p o l i t i c a l l y r ep ress ive d isc ip l inary a c t i o n . Ra the r , i t m e t up 
wi th a v a r i e t y of p o l i t i c a l , i deo log ica l , soc ia l and s c i en t i f i c i n t e l l ec tua l 
cu r r en t s which a c c o m o d a t e d i t . Bes ide the many na t iona l i s t i ca l ly incl ined 
p ro fessors w h o jo ined the Nat iona l Soc ia l i s t m o v e m e n t for d e c i d e l y ideo log i ­
c a l reasons , t he r e w e r e ce r t a i n ly a l so groups o f f o l l o w e r s whose po l i t i c a l 
n a i v e t e most l ike ly p l ayed a ro le . I t has as y e t been d i f f i cu l t to assess 
to w h a t e x t e n t sheer oppor tunism w a s a m o t i v a t i n g f a c t o r in a c t i v e a s s imi l a ­
t ion and c o m p l a i s a n t c o n f o r m i t y . The fo l lowing d a t e s show the ex tens ion of 
the s e l f - imposed c o n f o r m i t y of professors and un ivers i ty ins t i tu t ions: 

March 5, 1933 : In an e l e c t i o n p r o c l a m a t i o n , 300 professors support N a t i o ­
nal Soc ia l i sm and Adol f Hi t le r . 

Apr i l 3 , 1933 : The L e a g u e of G e r m a n Un ive r s i t i e s o b j e c t s "with indignat ion 
and v e h e m e n t p ro t e s t to the t o t a l l y unfounded a t r o c i t y s to r i e s from 
abroad." 

Apr i l 1 2 , 1933 : The C o n f e r e n c e of Univers i ty Pres iden t s s e t s up a c o m m i t ­
t e e to es tab l i sh the "more in tens ive ass imi la t ion (of univers i t ies ) in to 
the c o m m u n i t y o f t he peop le . " 

June 1933 : The newly e l e c t e d board of d i r e c t o r s o f the Un ive r s i ty l eague 
d e c l a r e s its "unreserved" a l l e g i a n c e "to the Nat iona l Soc ia l i s t wor ld 
v i e w " in a d e c l a r a t i o n s igned wi th "Heil Hit ler!" . 

N o v e m b e r , 1933 : " D e c l a r a t i o n of G e r m a n S c i e n c e s " in L e i p z i g . Well known 
sc i en t i s t s and scho la r s such as Sauerbruch and He idegger support an "ap­
pea l to the e d u c a t e d peop le o f t he wor ld" , wh ich cou r t s unders tanding for 
the po l i t i c s o f the Nat iona l Soc i a l i s t s . 

In the s a m e month , 700 of the a p p r o x i m a t e l y 2.000 professors a f f i rm the i r 
" l oya l t y . . . to Ado l f Hi t ler and the Nat iona l Soc ia l i s t S t a t e . " 

T H E U N I V E R S I T Y L E A G U E 

The p roces s o f " S e l b s t - G l e i c h s c h a l t u n g " , o f s e l f - imposed un i formi ty wi th the 
Na t iona l Soc i a l i s t s y s t e m , i s mos t c l e a r l y i l lus t ra ted by the po l i t i c s of 
the L e a g u e of G e r m a n Un ive r s i t i e s . This L e a g u e , which saw i tse l f a s an e l i t e 
a s soc i a t i on , w a s not , to be sure , a cons t i tu t iona l body of the un ive rs i ty . 
I t w a s , n e v e r t h e l e s s , t he c r u c i a l profess ional o rgan i za t i on se rv ing the 
in te res t s of t he p rofessors . Founded in 1920 as a c o u n t e r w e i g h t to t he new 
po l i t i c a l t rends in G e r m a n y , i t i m m e d i a t e l y renounced d e m o c r a c y and its 
"par ty squabbles" , dec l a r i ng the " impar t ia l p o w e r s o f the old s t a t e " to be 
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t he abso lu te models o f po l i t i c a l o rder . The L e a g u e of G e r m a n Un ive r s i t i e s 
r ep r e s en t ed the predominant index of po l i t i ca l consc iousness a t the un iver ­
s i t i e s . A l t h o u g h i t cons ide red i tse l f f r ee of "po l i t i ca l bias in any d i r ec ­
t ion", i t w a s in r e a l i t y a m o u t h p i e c e of the old f o r c e s , wh ich con t inued to 
p lay the idea of the s t rong , mi l i t an t , nat ional S t a t e aga ins t the f r ag i l e 
r e a l i t y of the Repub l i c . 

With its s t a t e m e n t of March 2 1 , 1933 , this v e r y L e a g u e ushered in the 
un ive r s i t i e s ' s e l f - i m p o s e d un i fo rmi ty wi th Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m . The Na t iona l 
S o c i a l i s t s e i z u r e of p o w e r w a s ha i led as a "rebir th of the G e r m a n peop le" , 
p rov id ing the f r a m e w o r k in which the un ive r s i t i e s could d e v e l o p "their 
spir i t f rom the inner uni ty of the c o l l e c t i v e G e r m a n soul ." By e x p r e s s e l y 
r e a f f i r m i n g in this s t a t e m e n t the p o l i t i c i z i n g of s c i e n c e and scho la r sh ip in 
the sense of the " c o l l e c t i v e nat ional w i l l " , the L e a g u e made i t se l f a mouth­
p i e c e for p o l i t i c i z i n g t he un ive r s i t i e s in the in te res t of Na t iona l S o c i a ­
l i sm. With as tonish ing a r g u m e n t a t i o n a l a c r o b a t i c s , g r e a t t rad i t ions of the 
un ive r s i ty and names wh ich c h a r a c t e r i z e d them (Humboldt , S c h l e i e r m a c h e r , 
Hege l ) a re l inked in one b rea th to the "spiri t" of the t i m e s , and to t he 
oppor tune " re fo rm" of the un ive r s i ty . The guiding pr inc ip les of this "re­
f o r m " a re seen in "wi l l ingness to s e r v e in the nat ional de fense" , " labour-
s e r v i c e " , " s e t t l e m e n t t ra in ing" , "mi l i t a ry sport" , and "p ro t ec t ion of na t io ­
nal borders" . While the f i rs t w a v e of d ismissa ls of Jewish , l ibera l , and 
c r i t i c a l l y inc l ined p rofessors w a s underway - by the Winter S e m e s t e r of 
1 9 3 4 / 3 5 a p p r o x i m a t e l y 1 .145 p ro fessors , o r abou t 14 p e r c e n t of all univers i ­
ty f a c u l t y , w e r e d i smissed , the L e a g u e boas t ed in its d e c l a r a t i o n of Apr i l 
21 , 1933, the c h o i c e s e l e c t i o n of t e a c h e r s a c c o r d i n g to the "nobi l i ty of 
r a c e and mind". 

T h e s e has ty d e c l a r a t i o n s o f l o y a l i t y (corresponding v i e w s w e r e e x p r e s s e d in 
t ha t s a m e y e a r by many e m i n e n t scholars ) must be v i e w e d aga ins t the b a c k ­
ground of the c o o p t a t i o n of va r ious o the r soc i a l ins t i tu t ions by the N a t i o ­
nal S o c i a l i s t s . This w a s o f c o u r s e t h r e a t e n i n g t o the un ive r s i t i e s . Y e t w h a t 
w a s a c h i e v e d by the i r a c t s of vo lun ta ry submiss ion? In the f a c e of c o o p t a ­
t ion wh ich t h r e a t e n e d to be imposed f rom the ou t s ide , the un ive r s i t i e s 
ha s t ened to a d a p t . What o c c u r r e d w a s a kind of "obed ience in a d v a n c e " , y e t 
the f inal resu l t w a s t h e s a m e . One ev i l w a s c o m b a t e d wi th a w o r s e one . 

M O T I V E S O F S E L F - I M P O S E D U N I F O R M I T Y 

N a t i o n a l S o c i a l i s m fused wi th va r ious soc ia l s y s t e m s and domains . The i r 
individual h i s to r ies r e v e a l t h e m to h a v e been p recur so r s o f Na t iona l S o c i a ­
l i sm. T o g e t h e r t h e y fo rm a h i s to ry of f o r e s e e a b l e d i sas te r . Not only did the 
t o t a l h i s to r i ca l s i tua t ion and the phenomena of b ig business , t he middle 
c l a s s e s and s o c i o - p s y c h o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s p lay a r o l e . T h e r e w e r e fo re runners 
to the Na t iona l Soc i a l i s t s wi th in the e d u c a t e d bou rgeo i s i e , t he s tuden t body 
and f a c u l t y a t the un ive r s i t i e s . Harbingers o f Na t iona l Soc i a l i s t thought 
w e r e e v i d e n t as we l l w i th in the h is tory and a r g u m e n t a t i o n a l log ic of indi­
v idual a c a d e m i c d i sc ip l ines . Without t he se p recur so r s i t would not be 
poss ib le to unders tand the v e h e m e n t and a l m o s t unres i s ted p e n e t r a t i o n o f 
Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m into t he r ea lm of the un ive r s i ty a t a t i m e when i t w a s not 
imposed by f o r c e f rom a b o v e . O n e must r e c a l l t ha t in the f i rs t w e e k s a f t e r 
the s e i z u r e o f p o w e r , no scho la r , no ins t i tu t ion w a s f o r c e d into addresses 
of submission or i d e o l o g i c a l c o n f o r m i t y . 
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A l t h o u g h the f a c t s conce rn ing this s e l f - imposed un i formi ty wi th the s y s t e m 
a re undisputable , one can p resume tha t the major i ty o f professors w h o w e r e 
l e f t a t the un ive r s i t i e s a f t e r the dismissals w e r e not c o n v i n c e d suppor ters 
o f Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m . Most o f these professors w e r e na t iona l i s t i c , c h a m ­
pioned the idea tha t nat ional po l i cy s e r v e to a d v a n c e the nat ional in te res t 
through the e x e r c i z e of p o w e r , and more or less openly r e j e c t e d the Weimar 
Republ ic and the d e m o c r a t i c form of s t a t e . At the turning point o f 1 9 3 2 / 3 3 , 
t h e y had a ra the r cau t ious , but by no means n e g a t i v e a t t i t ude t o w a r d s N a t i o ­
nal S o c i a l i s m , and saw in it some th ing l ike an a l ly in the f r a m e w o r k of a 
mi l i t an t nat ional po l i cy . One would soon c u r e i t of its c o a r s e manners . 
A f t e r the s e i z u r e o f power , the professors w e r e publ ic ly r ep roached (as they 
w e r e , for e x a m p l e , on one o c c a s i o n by Minis ter of C u l t u r e Rust) for this 
w a v e r i n g wa i t and-see a t t i t u d e . In 1933 , when one cou ld st i l l harbor i l lu­
sions as to the resu l t s and "cos t s" of the new r e g i m e , they suppor ted and 
fur thered Nat iona l S o c i a l i s m , or a t l eas t put up wi th it . A l though the r e 
c e r t a i n l y w e r e cons ide rab le d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n the na t iona l i s t i ca l ly in­
c l ined professors and the Na t iona l Soc ia l i s t s conce rn ing the form of po l i t i ­
c a l a c t i o n , the subs tant ia l i deo log ica l a f f in i t i e s which t empora r i l y brought 
t hem t o g e t h e r should not be o v e r l o o k e d . 

How did the cu r ren t po l i t i ca l s logans look in the minds of so many p ro fe s ­
sors? F o r e m o s t in the i r thinking w a s t he po l i t i ca l d ream of the s t rong 
nat ion s t a t e . This cor responded to the r e v e r e n c e for the mi l i t a ry , the 
fo s t e r ing of the f ront l ine f igh te r my th , the r o m a n t i c i z i n g of mi l i t a ry 
a c t i o n . His tory w a s unders tood as an i r ra t ional l i fe cu r ren t , in which the 
wi l l to power i s d e c i s i v e and the r ight of the s t ronger holds s w a y . Not the 
pr inc ip le of r easoned a rgumen t , of ra t ional a c c o u n t i n g for mora l and pol i t i ­
c a l dec i s ions w a s to be a t the c e n t e r of po l i t i c s , but ra ther a d i r e c t and 
i m m e d i a t e hea rken ing to and a w a r e n e s s o f the h i s to r ica l mission, whose 
b e a r e r w a s then p e r c e i v e d to be the "Führer". The fe t i sh ism of migh t and of 
the mi l i t a ry w a s a c c o m p a n i e d by an e th i c o f s a c r i f i c e , which w a s a l so c o n s ­
t an t ly d rummed into t he s tuden ts . Thus L a n g e m a r c k , w h e r e thousands of pa­
t r i o t i c a l l y inspired G e r m a n youth had m a r c h e d to the i r dea th a t t he onse t o f 
World War I , w a s the symbol of na t iona l i s t i c mi l i t ancy and unquest ioning 
s a c r i f i c e . 

What d i f f e r e n t i a t e d the a c a d e m i c var ian t o f this ideo log ica l r e p e r t o i r e from 
the po l i t i ca l a g i t a t i o n of the Nat iona l Soc ia l i s t s w a s the pol ished fo rm in 
w h i c h the a r m a m e n t o f consc iousness w a s e f f e c t e d . The inf luence such r ea ­
soning had on the s tudents must have been subs tan t ia l . At the un ivers i t i e s 
the professors c r e a t e d the spir i tual and in t e l l ec tua l f e r t i l e soil in which 
Na t iona l Soc i a l i sm cou ld t h r i v e . 

I L L U S O R Y A U T O N O M Y 

In the t i m e of Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m , the un ivers i t i e s r e v e a l e d t h e m s e l v e s to 
be po l i t i c a l l y and mora l ly co r rup t ib le ins t i tu t ions . This co r rup t ib i l i t y w a s 
e v i d e n t in the p roces s of s e l f - imposed un i formi ty long be fo r e the s t a t e 
t e r ro r b e c a m e e f f e c t i v e from a b o v e . This canno t be v i e w e d m e r e l y as a m a t t e r 
of individual f a i l ings . The cause s l ie in the fou l ty des ign and s t ruc tu ra l 
d e f e c t s of the un ive rs i t i e s in the 19th c e n t u r y . They w e r e not , in f a c t , the 
au tonomous ins t i tu t ions c o n c e i v e d by Humboldt , but ra ther S t a t e univers i ­
t i e s , schools run by the S t a t e in the s e r v i c e of the S t a t e . The au tonomy 
t h e y c l a i m e d r ema ined a m e r e i l lusion: the un ive rs i t i e s w e r e in f a c t p l a c e s 
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of na t iona l p o l i t i c i z i n g . Thei r m e m b e r s w e r e highly e d u c a t e d publ ic se r ­
v a n t s , a t t i m e s so na t iona l i s t i c as to be on the v e r g e of vo lun ta r i ly 
abandoning reason . W h a t e v e r did not c o m p l y wi th this c o n s t e l l a t i o n of de lu ­
sion w a s w a r d e d o f f . One should not lose s igh t o f the f a c t t ha t dur ing the 
K a i s e r ' s r e g i m e , Soc ia l D e m o c r a t s w e r e ba r red from c a r e e r s in ins t i tu t ions of 
h igher l ea rn ing . This d i s c r e p a n c y b e t w e e n the c loudy c l a i m of a u t o n o m y and 
the subjugat ion of the "solid major i ty" to the idea and r e a l i t y of the 
mi l i t an t na t iona l s t a t e b e c a m e c l e a r l y and unmis takab ly e v i d e n t in 1 9 3 3 . 
With the vo lun ta ry re l inqu ishment of its a u t o n o m y , the G e r m a n un ive r s i ty 
s u f f e r e d its h i t h e r t o mos t s e v e r e and f a r - r e a c h i n g d e f e a t . I t b e c a m e c l e a r 
in 1933 to w h a t e x t e n t the idea of the au tonomous un ivers i ty w a s based upon 
p recond i t ions which did not e x i s t , and which cou ld not be c r e a t e d . With the 
c o l l a p s e o f Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m , t he se d e f i c i e n c i e s , this inadequa te ab i l i ty 
to r e a l i z e the c l a i m to a u t o n o m y , ra i sed a c u t e doubts a s to the idea and 
r e a l i t y o f the old un ive r s i t y . The un ivers i ty a f t e r 1945 f a i l ed to e x a m i n e 
c r i t i c a l l y the h i s to r i ca l c r i s i s and the h i s to r ica l d e f e a t o f the idea of 
the un ive r s i t y . I t p e r c e i v e d the "brown un ivers i ty" as a m e r e ep i sode wi th 
no or ig ins , and b e l i e v e d i t se l f c a p a b l e o f s imply a t t a c h i n g i t se l f o n c e 
aga in to 19th c e n t u r y t r ad i t ions . If, h o w e v e r , the idea of au tonomy is to 
p r o v e i t se l f as the l i fe pr inc ip le of s c i e n c e and scho la rsh ip , i t c a n do so 
only through cont inuous discuss ion and r e f l e c t i o n of its vu lne rab i l i t i e s , of 
its p recond i t ions which a r e t h r e a t e n e d from wi th in and w i t h o u t . 

F O O T N O T E S 

1 " S e l b s t - G l e i c h s c h a l t u n g " means a vo lun ta ry a l i g n m e n t , a s e l f - i m p o s e d 
un i fo rmi ty o f t he un ive r s i t i e s wi th the po l i t i c a l s y s t e m . 
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