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Establishing the Nazis’ Intellectual Bona Fides

In his new book on “Jewish studies” in the Third Re-
ich, Alan Steinweis seeks to provide an “intensive anal-
ysis of the intellectual qualities of antisemitic scholar-
ship” in National Socialist Germany (p. 2). His primary
method is examining the works of prominent scholars in
the variety of interdisciplinary academic fields that to-
gether constituted Nazi-era “Jewish studies.” As Stein-
weis notes, his book is in many respects a continuation
of a project initially started by Max Weinreich in 1946
with his path-breaking work, Hitler’s Professors (1999).
Steinweis’s work adds further support to the understand-
ing that many pre-eminent scholars in Nazi Germany, in
a wide variety of academic disciplines, produced works
that directly supported Nazi anti-Jewish measures.

One of the important things that Steinweis does is
demonstrate the intellectual roots of much of this an-
tisemitic scholarship. These lay both in Christian anti-
Jewish polemics and pre-Nazi historical and sociological
studies of Jews. Ironically, Jewish scholars did most of
the latter. Steinweis also provides a very useful overview
of the development of National Socialist Jewish Studies
within an institutional framework provided by nazified

university faculties and new academic institutes devel-
oped by the National Socialist regime. The latter included
historian Walter Frank’s Institute for History of the New
Germany and Alfred Rosenberg’s Institute for Research
on the Jewish Question.

Most of the book’s chapters are dedicated to discrete
academic spheres. The second chapter deals with efforts
to establish the racial characteristics of Jews by phys-
ical anthropologists and geneticists. The third chapter
is on religious studies; the fourth, on historical studies;
and the final chapter, on sociology. The second chap-
ter is understandably the longest. As the book subse-
quently demonstrates, the effort to “prove” that Jews con-
stituted a threatening “racial group”was the primary goal
of scholars in every field of Nazi-era “Jewish studies.”
Given the high status of the “hard sciences,” the impri-
matur of their approval was central to Nazi claims that
their anti-Jewish policies were based on rational ideas.

Steinweis’ book is well researched, well written and
contributes much to our knowledge of academics in Nazi
Germany. It is, however, unsatisfying in one respect.
One of Steinweis’s stated goals is to further our under-
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standing of why scholarship, “predicated on the search
for enlightenment and truth, was produced in the service
of an ideology of exclusion and domination” (p. 5). A key
question in this regard relates to the self-understanding
of scholars involved in this research, many of whomwere
clearly brilliant people. Why did they support Nazi racial
policies with their talents?

Steinweis seems to give two contradictory answers,
only one of which is convincing. Early in his book,
Steinweis notes the “sloppiness and arbitrariness of the
racial thinking on which [Nazi antisemitic] measures
were based” (p. 23). Indeed, he shows that across dis-
ciplines, when it came to discussing the “Jewish ques-
tion,” scholars failed to acknowledge conflicting evidence
and often used patently illogical reasoning. Apparently
no compelling scholarly reason existed to support the
claim that science had proven Jews posed a “hereditary
threat” to the German Volk. Accordingly, the motive
of self-interest seems a persuasive explanation for these
scholars’ behavior. Indeed, in his epilogue, Steinweis
writes, “[i]n the final analysis, the great failing of the
Nazi antisemitic scholars was more ethical than intellec-
tual” (p. 156). This implies that German scholars were
able to use properly the tools of scholarship as they un-
derstood them but chose not to do so. Steinweis supports
this understanding by showing throughout his book that
many scholars began to produce ideas coinciding with
the regime’s view of Jews only after 1933.

Steinweis also seems to argue, however, that many
of the scholars were simply unaware of the illogic inher-
ent in their assertions about Jews. Indeed, with regard
to the “hard scientists”–geneticists, physical anthropol-
ogists, and the like–Steinweis claims that a distinction
between science and pseudoscience “did not exist in the
minds of those scientists at the time” (pp. 52-53). In
other words, they could not comprehend that they were
spreading ideas that today would be considered “pseudo-
scientific.” This assertion is difficult to believe.

Germany in the first third of the twentieth century
was home to scientists of the caliber of Albert Einstein
(who published his paper on the special theory of rel-
ativity in 1905). By 1933, Germans had received more
Nobel prizes in science, including the life sciences, than
members of any other nationality. Moreover, the life sci-
entists in particular must have been aware of the grow-
ing number of (non-German) scholars in the 1930s who

disputed the claim that science had “proven” the link be-
tween “race” and culture, the key assumption underlying
the assertion that Jews constituted a hereditary threat to
Germans.[2] Were scientists of this caliber really inca-
pable of judging the credibility of a “scientific theory”
based on the nature of the data used to support it and its
internal logic? It is possible. But because Steinweis does
not take into consideration the sophistication of scien-
tific practice in Germany in the first third of the twentieth
century, it is hard to buy this assertion without further
discussion.

The foregoing criticism aside, however, Steinweis ef-
fectively and convincingly outlines the origins, growth
and practice of “Jewish studies” in Nazi Germany. His
book offers an important addition to the growing body
of literature on the role of intellectuals in generating sup-
port for the Nazi regime.[3]
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