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Normal Science

Doing Medicine Together: Germany and Russia be-
tween the Wars is a solid piece of scholarship that makes
use of the wealth of new archival materials available in
the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union to pro-
vide a detailed, intimate look at networks of interaction
that emerged between Russian and German medical pro-
fessionals during a time when both states tended to be
seen as international pariahs. While the subject itself is
not novel, the authors of this collected volume seek to
offer a fresh perspective by looking below the state (or
macro-) level perspective that has tended to inform the
historiography of the topic in both Germany and Russia.
By looking at individuals, institutions, and intellectual
agendas the authors hope to present the story of cross-
national scientific relations as an aspect of scientific and
medical development in Russia and Germany as opposed
to an offshoot of diplomacy or power politics (pp. 10-
11). For the most part they succeed, although the book
as a whole sometimes takes this empirical approach to
extremes and becomes mired in excessive detail and de-
scription.

For an edited volume, the book is remarkably con-

sistent and focused. It originated in the early 1990s in
a series of annual symposia on German-Russian medi-
cal relations, and began to take shape formally in 2000 at
a conference held at the University of Toronto. The au-
thors display a ready familiarity with one another’s work
that makes the transition from chapter to chapter smooth
and for the most part allows the book’s themes to emerge
clearly. Significant cross-referencing and an excellent in-
dex complete the integration of the chapters.

The book’s eleven substantive chapters explore four
major themes: “Choosing” scientific friends, scientific
entrepreneurs across borders, bilateralism and interna-
tionalism, and scientific migration. All of the authors
demonstrate an excellent command of the relevant pri-
mary and secondary sources. Indeed, on the whole the
book draws upon a wealth of resources and is certain
to be of interest to specialists in the field for this pur-
pose. This depth, coupled with the consistency discussed
above, means that at its best, the book is an example of
what an edited work should strive to be—a coherent col-
laborative effort drawing upon the talents of multiple re-
searchers for a common purpose.
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Doing Medicine Together also demonstrates some of
the defects of edited volumes. In order to give all eleven
scholars a sufficient stage upon which to set their stories,
the book comes in at 500 pages of text, including notes,
and would have benefited from compression. Some of the
length can be attributed to the inevitable repetition that
emerges when eleven people discuss the same subject (al-
though to the editor’s credit, the repetition/overlap in the
book is minimal), but the book also tends to devote at-
tention to certain topics that is disproportionate to their
broader significance. This is particularly true of section 2,
which, as a treatment of scientific entrepreneurs, consists
only of four chapters devoted to the same entrepreneur-
German bacteriologist Heinz Zeiss.

Zeiss was a very interesting character; his first exten-
sive work in Russia began in the early 1920s when he was
a member of the German Red Cross’s expedition to the
Volga Germans (p. 45), but through his own initiative he
turned this beginning into more than a decade’s worth
of interactions and network building with Soviet col-
leagues. At the heart of this collaboration, however, Zeiss
remained an ardent German chauvinist and a shameless
self-promoter (pp. 292-293), and in the end he could not
disguise his contempt for his Soviet interlocutors. Over
the long term his impact on German-Soviet medical re-
lations was rather minor (pp. 167, 273). While Zeiss
was certainly an interesting individual and exemplified
the importance of individual initiatives in German-Soviet
medical relations, a central theme of the book, the au-
thors do not build a convincing case for devoting more
than 160 pages of text to him.

My misgivings about this approach notwithstanding,
the authors do use Zeiss effectively to demonstrate the
centrality of individual biases and agendas even in such
an unusual political climate. Whether at the individ-
ual or institutional level, the common denominator that
emerges from these chapters is the pursuit of support
and patronage and the promotion of self-interest. In a
fascinating chapter, Nikolai Krementsov uses the case of
the Seventh International Genetics Congress, originally
scheduled to meet in the USSR in 1936 but rescheduled
and moved to Edinburgh in 1939, to explore the inter-
ests of state patrons of science in Germany and the So-
viet Union, and the pressures that these interests placed
on the genetics community at the national and inter-
national levels. As genetics became increasingly politi-
cized in these two states (as Rassenhygiene in Nazi Ger-

many and “bourgeois science” in Soviet Russia), geneti-
cists in these two countries had to balance carefully the
quest for patronage at home with the search for scientific
credibility among their colleagues in the United States
and the United Kingdom, many of whom viewed such
politicization with a skeptical eye. In his comparative
study of brain research institutes in Moscow and Berlin,
Jochen Richter shows how different international agen-
das within the same state could conflict with one another,
thus undermining the idea that science was unified or
consistent enough to be a part of macro-level politics.
Both institutes shared a founder in the German Oskar
Vogt. Vogt founded the Berlin institute first, then trav-
eled to Moscow in the mid-1920s, where he established
a twin institute, initially for the purpose of investigating
Lenin’s brain (pp. 333-33 6).

As the Moscow institute grew, Vogt’s close contact
with the Soviet government began to run counter to the
agenda of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Society for the Advance-
ment of the Sciences (Vogt’s parent organization in Ger-
many), which sought to strengthen scientific relations
with western states. Finally, self-interest drove cooper-
ation between the most unlikely of partners. Michael
David-Fox reveals that the Soviet organization VOKS
(All-Union Society for Cultural Ties Abroad) worked ex-
tensively with a centrist/nationalist organization in Ger-
many, the Gesellschaft zum Studium Osteuropas, a part-
ner with whom it seemed to have very little in common.
In the end, the glue that bound this relationship together
“was each side’s belief that it was successfully manipulat-
ing the other” for its own purposes rather than any true
partnership (p. 122).

What emerges most strikingly from these eleven
chapters is the complexity of individual motivations—
incorporating not only scientific but also ideological and
personal elements—and the need to subordinate or com-
promise certain of these elements for practical purposes.
Deception and manipulation were integral, not extrane-
ous to this human process. Of course, these same trends—
competition, cooperation, self-promotion, and so on-are
characteristic of what we think of as normal science
more generally, and herein lies Doing Medicine Together’s
greatest scholarly contribution. It shows convincingly
that even in the troubled and unsettled political climate
prevalent in Germany and Russia between the wars, sci-
ence as a human process proceeded relatively “normally,”
both within and across national borders.
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