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I. INTRODUCTION

Nazi Germany holds a special attraction for the historian.

Unlike so many other areas of scholarship, the Nazi era yields

readily to moral judgment, and few periods of history can be

seen as clearly (and to some extent justifiably) in terms of

black and white as can the regime of Adolf Hitler.

The Nazi exploitation and abuse of science is an extreme

example of this point. One cannot wade through war trial tran-

scripts or the memoirs of concentration camp survivors without

passing judgment on men who maimed, tortured, and murdered in

the name of science. In retrospect, Nazi racist’ doctrine

appears crude, naive, and hopelessly unscientific; while the

practices based on that doctrine can only be written off as fund-

amentally evil.

The weight of such moral judgments is virtually impossible

to shake off, and this study by no means attempts to do that.

I propose to examine the reactions of certain American scientists

to Nazi race propaganda during the 1930's and '40's, and the

topic itself implies a pre-conceived opinion. Possessing the

enormous advantage of hindsight and the conviction that Nazi

racist principles were both dangerous and unscientific, it is

natural to believe that Nazi racism was, in fact, something to

be reacted against. Whether or not the American scientific com-

munity of that time shared my view is the question I have set

out to explore.
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Certainly, scientists outside Germany saw definite ties

between Nazi racist doctrine and German sctence. It would have

been virtually impossible not to see such ties. The name of

science was invoked everywhere in Naze propaganda, and the

prestige of German science was very deliberately exploited at

every opportunity. Nobel prize-winners Lenard and Stark, lauded

the pursuit of "Aryan physics", while studies on the superiority

of the Aryan race were produced by University professors of

anatomy, biology, anthropology, and psychology.

That the ideas of Nazi racists demanded the attention of

scientists was pointed out by Aldous Huxley: "The race theory

claims to be scientific. It is surely, then, the business of

science, aS organized in the universities and learned societies

of the civilized world, to investigate this claim.”! Indeed,

to the historian who is separated from these events by three dec-

ades, the issue appears even more like a challenge which needed

to be met by scientists using scientific arguments. Specifically,

one would expect those who studied heredity to be most out-

raged by brash claims of superior Aryan genes and the dysgenic

effects of "polluting" the Aryan race with non-Aryan blood--elaims

which formed the "scientific" basis of Nazi race theories.

Outrage, however, was rarely the reaction to be seen among

American scientists. The response of much of the American

scientific community--and particularly the response of geneticists

and those in closely-allied biological sciences--hardly suggests

that the doctrine of Aryan supremacy was perceived as a critical

challenge to the legitimacy of the scientific study of inheritance. ~

Prominent geneticists who spoke publicly on a wide variety of

issues were silent on the subject of Nazi racial hygiene. With
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three notable exceptions, every major scientific organization

in the United States failed to attack Nazi racist principles or

practices on an official basis. And among those individuals

who did take a firm stand against racism, the most active and

most vocal scientists were more often anthropologists than

biologists.

A survey of the literature on scientists' reactions to

Nazi racism reveals that the bulk of anti-Nazi sentiment came

from members of two particular disciplines: genetics (including

zoologists involved in genetic studies), and anthropology. It

is my contention that these disciplines responded differently

to the issues raised by National Socialist "racial hygiene"

because members of each discipline saw the issues in terms of

their own particular scientific endeavors. Therefore, an under-

standing of scientists’ responses to Nazism depends, to some

extent, on an understanding of the sciences themselves as they

existed in the '30's and '40's--their state of organization, the

extent of their professionalization, and the types of problems

with which each discipline concerned itself.

In limiting the scope of this study, I have rather arbitrar-

ily defined what I consider to be a scientist's "reaction" in

terms of publication, Books, articles in popular magazines, and

newspaper articles from the New York Times comprise the bulk of

my source material, as I am most interested in public response

to Naze race propaganda. In collecting such material, I did

extensive surveys of the Reader's Guide to Periodical’ Literature
 
 

for the period from 1925 through 1945, and the New York Times

Index for the years 1930 through 1945. Periodicals cited range
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from semi-popular scientific journals such as Science to strictly

non-scientific publications like Time and The Nation.

This approach, admittedly, does not exhaust all available

resources. But it is, I think, extensive enough to allow

specific patterns to emerge--patterns which illuminate the nature

of Nazi racist dogma, American scientists’ perceptions of that

racism, and American scientists' perceptions of themselves and

their work,

II.

Race propaganda and the notion of the supremacy of the Ar-

yan race were by no means new to Germany or to the rest of the

world when Adolf Hitler rose to power in 1933. (The history of

the doctrine of Nordic supremacy can be found in a number of ex-

cellent sources and need not be discussed here.) But it was only

in the years immediately preceding the Nazi take-over that such

racist concepts began to move from the periphery toward the

center of biological thought and to receive the kind of scien-

tific support which these ideas enjoyed throughout the Nazi period.

A landmark in the history of "Scientific racism" in Germany

was the publication in 1927 of the noted text, Menschliche

Erblehre, by Erwin Baur, Eugen Fischer, and Fritz Lenz? This

is an excellent example of the extent to which racist doctrines

had achieved a degree of legitimacy among biological scientists

by the end of the Weimar era. The book was hailed by American

geneticist H.J. Muller as "the best work on the subject of human

heredity which has yet Appeared."*
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But hiuller was speaking only of the first section of the

book on the principles of human heredity, written by Baur.

Baur was one of the most prominent European geneticists of his

day, and his discussion of human heredity in this text is rigor-

ously scientific. However, Eugen Fischer, Frofessor of Anatomy

at Freiburg, allowed his racist views to creep into the second

section of the book, insisting that "there is no such generalised

being as 'man'; there are only men and women belonging to par-

ticular races or particular racial crossings."° And the third

portion of Menschliche Erblehre, which comprised five hundred

of the book's seven hundred pages, was devoted entirely to a

*scientific" justification of blatantly racist views on Aryan

Supremacy and non-Aryan degeneracy. This massive section was

written by Fritz Lenz, then Professor of Racial Hygiene at the

University of Munich. Lenz based his work on the assumption

that, "what is known as personality or individuality has under-

gone its fullest development among the Nordics,"© and his chap-

ters on racial hygiene correlated the supposed physical degeneracy

of Crientals, Negroes, and similar groups with their *inferior"

mental capabilities. He traced the effects of these racial

differences to all facets of life, including politics and crime:

"In countries of Europe which are predominantly inhabited by

Nordics, life and property are much more secure than in the

southern countries of the European continent."”

The somewhat awkward marriage of human genetics and human

biology with "racial science"--~to be consummated fouryears later--

is clearly proposed in this one book. That a highly respected

geneticist, a professor of anatomy, and a violently racist "hy-
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gienist" should deem it proper to combine their work under the

label of "human heredity” is itself an important step. And that

the book enjoyed the status of the major text on the subject in

Germany at that time provides an even better indication of trends

in racial and biological thought during the Weimar era.

While discussions of racial hygiene, the degeneracy of

Aryan stock, and the possibility of eugenic sterilization and

selective breeding were to be found everywhere in German medical

and scientific literature prior to 1933, only Nazi determination

and organization could forge the many theories and proposals

into a program of widespread action. In July of 1933, the Reichs-

tag passed the Gesetz zur Verhltung erbkranken Nachwuchses (Act

for averting descendents afflicted with hereditary disease), per-

mitting the state to require the sterilization of those indivi-

duals “who could be confidently expected to transmit serious

physical or mental defects to their descendents."° Those falling

into this category included schizophrenics, manic-depressives,

epileptics, and chronic alcohdélits. The law was put into effect

almost immediately, and Nazi officials estimated at the time that

62,463 persons were sterilized in 1934 and that the figure climbed

to 71,760 in 1935.7

Compulsory sterilization was certainly the most dramatic

of the practices based on Nazi race doctrines, and it was not

until 1939 that further decisive action came. In that year, the

short-lived "euthanasia" program was established, in which hope-

lessly ill patients in various German institutions were secretly

murdered to decrease the burden of the sick on society. Word of
-

this program soon leaked out of confidential government and med-
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ical circles, and protest from the Catholic clergy of Germany

was largely responsible for putting an end to such “euthanasia”,

The final chapter of Nazi racism took place in the concentration

camps after 1941--the calculated destruction of six million Jews,

as well as millions of other Europeans, in the name of racial

hygiene.

These, very briefly, are the ideas and events which the rest

of the world saw as the core of Nazi racism.from the end of the

Weimar era to the end of World War II. It is important to note

that, up to 1933, German racial hygiene consisted of nothing more

than discussion, while action began on July 14, 1933 with the

compulsory sterilization law.

It would be impossible to get a sense of how these develop-

ments in Germany affected American scientists without a brief

discussion of American racial thought in the period before the

Nazi take-over. While Baur, Fischer, and Lenz collaborated on

their textbook in Germany, American scientists attempted to form-

ulate opinions on many racial issues. Heated debates raged over

the question of whether growing numbers of Americans in state

institutions was indicative of some sort of biological degeneracy,

Acutely aware of the frenetic pace at which industrialization

had transformed American society, men like Harvard geneticist

Edward Mi. East began to draw ominous conclusions about the fit-

ness of the population for survival in the new age: “Half the

people in the world lack sufficient brains to cope with the in-

tricate system of social life the industrial age has brought about ."10

The new field of intelligence testing yielded mountains of raw

data on the intelligence of various racial, ethnic, and socio-
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economic groups, and the debate about the existence of mental

differences among races was carried on all over America. No

less prominent a figure than geneticist C.B. Davenport reviewed

a variety of intelligence test results and, in 1928, he pub-

licly declared: “We have to conclude that there are racial dif-

ferences in mental traits."'*

Much of the American discussion of race during the late

‘20's and early '30's was directed toward two very immediate.

concerns: the American Black and the control of immigration,

The controversy centered not only around racial differences

in mental abilities, but also around the question of whether the

cross-breeding of different races produced physical "dis-

harmonies". Charles Davenport insisted that physical dishar-

monies did result from race crossing, while W.E. Castle, also

a geneticist, insisted with equal vehemence that they did not.

Castle cut to the heart of the issue as he attacked Davenport's

views in Science in 1930:

We like to think of the Negro as inferior. We like

to think of Negro-white crosses as a degradation of

the white race. We look for evidence in support of

the idea and try to persuade ourselves that we have

found it even when the resemblance is very slight. 12

Their debate on this issue was fairly famous, and scientists

joined in the support of both sides. Thus, while German sci-

entists worried about the possible degeneracy of the Aryan race,

many in the U.S. feared for the racial purity of white America.

Prominent, American scientists--particularly geneticists, psy-

chologists, and anthropelogists--were caught up in these disputes

and unable to resolve them with anything resembling conclusive
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evidence.

At the time when Germans were toying with the idea of eug-

enic sterilization, Americans had already put compulsory steril-

ization laws on the books in twenty-four states.!3 To be sure,

these laws of the 1910's and '20's were rarely enforced, poorly

designed, and often more punitive than eugenic in purpose, but

their existence is indicative of the fact that Americans had come

to accept as reasonable the notion of control of reproduction

by the state for the good of society.

Even the concept of Nordic supremacy--the heart of Nazi race

doctrine--was a very legitimate topic of discussion among Am-

erican scientists prior to 1933. Edward M. East was convinced

of the supremacy of the Nordic peoples, and he presented elaborate

arguments and social-scientific statistics to support this claim

in his book, Mankind at the Crossroads, in 192414 A.F. Shull,

also a geneticist, attacked this notion with equal conviction

in nis book, Heredity, published in 1931.!5 The point here is

that those race questions which plagued Weimar Germany were the

Same ones that occupied the thoughts of many fine American sci-

entists. On no single point with respect to any of these issues

could American science speak with one voice.

Despite this lack of consensus on issues of race, many sci-

entists outside Germany .-found the growing tide of German "sci-

entific" racism very disturbing, and they took the Baur-Fischer-

Lenz text as exemplary of this trend. H.J. Muller expressed this

concern in his. review of the book in the Birth Control’ Review:
 

t .

The fact that this is-the best work on the subject of
human heredity which has yet appeared emphasizes only

the more strongly the need for more extensive and in-
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tensive research and for more scientific methods of
reasoning in this vitally important field.1

Muller lamented the fact that Fischer and Lenz acted as mere

“mouthpieces for the crassest kind of popular prejudice",1? ana

in evaluating their racist theories insisted that "there is not

one iota of evidence from genetics for any such conclusions,

and it is too bad to have them issued with the apparent stamp

of genetic authority."18 Responding in 1932 to the bold claims

for racial inequality advocated by Fischer and Lenz, social

biologist Lancelot Hogben concluded: “How far racial differences

of temperament are inborn and how far the product of culture we

cannot decide."!9

Uneasiness, uncertainly, and widely-admitted ignorance are

characteristic of the attitudes of many U.S. scientists toward

race prior to 1933. American responses to the publication of

Menschliche Erblehre reflect those trends, and are dominated by

an atmosphere of cautious reserve,

Iil.

Having sketched out very roughly the context in which Anm-

ericans would have read Nazi racist propaganda, we may proceed

to discuss the Nazi period itself. I propose to outline two

separate sets of responses to the racism of the Third Reich:

the responses of geneticists, and those of anthropologists,

Geneticists were definitely aware of the direction in which

racism was heading in Germany at the time of Hitler's rise to

% .

power. Late in 1932, J.B.S. Haldane addressed the Sixth Inter-
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national Congress of Genetics at Cornell and expressed concern

over the increasingly popular ideal of a biological utopia. In

this decidedly non-scientific discussion, Haldane declared that

an ideal society must have room for all sorts of people, “each

best at something or other"? By 1934, Haldane was explicitly

attacking Nazi race theories from the lecture platform at various

scientific gatherings, but his arguments did not draw on genetics

or biology for support.<!

In 1935, Julian Huxley wrote for Harper's on “The Concept

of Race in the Light of Modern Genetics," but he could come up

with no real positive scientific arguments in his attack on

Nazi policies. The most that he could do was plead ignorance

for himself and the entire scientific community: "Until we

have invented a method for distinguishing the effects of social

environment from those of genetic constitutions we shall be

unable to say anything of scientific value on such vital topics

as the possible genetic differences in intelligence, initiative,

and aptitude which may distinguish different human groups."2-

In 1936, Huxley wrote a "survey of racial problems" with A.C.

Haddon entitled We Europeans, and in this influential book he

went so far as to disclaim the relevance of genetics and biology

to the race controversy. "The question of ‘race-mixture' turns

out not to be primarily a matter of ‘race' at all, but a matter

of nationality, class, or social status."*2 He insisted that

the Nazis’ equation of “race* with “nation®* was merely the con+

fusion of a genetic and a social concept.** : ”

Dr. Lawrence Snyder, a geneticist and President of the

Eugenics Research Association, told that organization in 1938
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that the current world-wide conflicts over racial qualities and

inherited human characteristics had originated in purely social

philosophies. Snyder remarked that while he and his fellow

geneticists were being drawn into these controversies, they |

came armed with little in the way of scientific knowledge. He

urged geneticists to formulate a broad, comprehensive program

of research designed "to lay an adequate foundation of know-

ledge of inheritance in man."

These are typical of the positions taken publicly by gene-

ticists through the late 1930's, when the Second World War was

yet to take place and Nazi racial hygienists had yet to devise

anything more drastic than a program of eugenic sterilization,

With the advent of the War, geneticists spoke less about sci-

entific misunderstandings and more about patriotism when they

attacked Nazi racism, Geneticist A.F. Blakeslee, President of

the American Association for the Advancement of Science, addressed

that organization in 1942 in a tone very different from that of

his colleagues five years earlier:

Opposition to totalitarianism is not merely because

it attacks man's rights but also because it suppresses

his personality. Individuality is the kernel of dem-

ocracy, the biological basis of the struggle for free-

dom. When we fight for individuality we fight on the

side of nature.

It is true that a very few geneticists did use scientific

principles and data as the basis for their anti-racist arguments.

Otto Mohr is a case in point, and his 1934 article on "Heredity

and Human Affairs" in Forum was a serious attempt to get at the

problems of Nordic supremacy and eugenic sterilizationfroma

genetic angle .“7 Lawrence Snyder may also be credited with using
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his science as a positive weapon to attack Nazi racism in an

article published in Scientific Monthly in 1940.°8 But these

are exceptions to the rule. Those geneticists who did speak out

against biological racism in books and periodicals, or at scientif-

ic conferences, tended for the most part to seek their justifica-

tions outside of the area of genetics. When they did invoke the

principles of heredity, it was only to plead that genetics could

neither refute racist theories nor support them,

Also important is the fact that many prominent geneticists

said absolutely nothing in response to Nazi claims. Men like

Theodosius Dobzhansky, a geneticist of strong moral convictions

on the subject of racial equality, discussed the biological con-

cept of race only in the most abstract terms, if at all, refusing

to speak directly to the issues raised by the Nazis or to condemn

National Socialist race doctrine in public.©9

Articles and speeches by geneticists on the subjectof Nazi

racism are, in general, rather sparsely scattered through the lit-

erature of the 1930's and early '40's. A handful of geneticists

account for the majority of these writings, and the nature of this

particularly vocal group will be discussed later.

IV.

Even the most cursory perusal of American periodical indices

and bibliographies on race during the Nazi era shows clearly the

prominent role played by U.S. anthropologists in the refutation

of racist theories emerging from the Third Reich. Anthropologists
® .

entered into the debate from the very beginning, and a sizeable

-. number of them remained active and vocal on the subject from 1933
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right through until the end of the War. Their arguments against

Aryan supremacy and Nazi racial hygienic theory, like those of the

geneticists, reflect profound uncertainty and the fear of lapsing

into the sort of unscientific dogmatism over race questions which

they so despised in Nazi propaganda, But there are important dif-

ferences between the protests of anthropologists and those of

geneticists. More anthropologists than geneticists seem to have

been involved in public condemnation of Nazi doctrine, and this

larger group of spokesmen made themselves heard more often than

did the geneticists during the Nazi years. And while many gene-

ticists concerned themselves with the more abstract aspects of

heredity and race, anthropologists were more intent in their argu-

ments on directly refuting Nazi doctrines,

American anthropologists greeted National Socialist racial

hygiene with a fair amount of open disgust. M.F. Ashley Montagu,

anatomist and anthropologist, published a book on race in 1942 in

which he termed Nazi race doctrine "the most ludicrous and vicious

mythology that has ever been perpetrated upon a people "2° And

long before 1942, one finds epithets like "preposterous", “naive”,

and "nonsensical" recurring constantly throughout the literature,

But in addition to widespread outrage among U.S.anthropologists,

there is a definite attempt to deal with Nazi propaganda unemotion-

ally in terms of anthropological science. The favorite tactic

was to give an anthropologist's definition of the term "race" and

then show this to be incompatible with Nazi theories. In his 1936

article in Science entitled "Plain Statements About Race", Harvard's

Earnest Hooton reminded Ris readers that "race is essentially a
-

zoological device whereby indefinitely large groups of similar
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physical appearance and heredity background are classified for the

sake of convenience "24 Dr. Fay~-Cooper Cole, of the University of

Chicago, told the New York Times in 1935 that, "There is no German

race. » » « Neither is there an Aryan race, as Herr Hitler is now

trying to call the Nordics, Aryan is a linguistic term,"2¢

Hooton expanded on Cole's line of thought, explaining that "Race

is not synonymous with language, culture, or nationality. Race

is hereditary; language is a cultural acquisition. . . . Aryan is

a term applicable only to a family of languages spoken by popula-

tions heterogeneous in race, nationality, and religion." Accord-

ing to Hooton, "A *pure" race is little more than an anthropologi-

cal abstraction; no pure race can be found in any civilized coun-

trywo This opinion was echoed by anthropologists like Franz

Boas, Ruth Benedict, A.C. Bowden, and W.M. Krogman throughout the

Nazi period.

With respect to the issue of race-crossing, arguments that

race-crossing is not harmful in man were based less on semantics

and more on data from anthropological studies. After citing numerous

examples of harmless race crosses in a 1934 discussion in Scientific

Monthly, Melville Herskovits felt confident enough to end the article

on the following note: "That race-crossing, then, does not of it-

self make for either good or evil results in the offspring would

seem to be a tenable conclusion." 2° Citing his own studies of

half-castes among various populations, Ashley Montagu derided Nazi

propaganda on the 411 effects of inter-racial breeding. He told

a 1942 meeting of the American Association of Physical‘Anthropolo-

gists that, "The data reveal the fact that human hybridization
-

very rarely results in unfavorable effects.">"
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Surely the greatest champion of the fight against Nazi

racism to emerge from the American scientific community was

Franz Boas. One of the founding fathers of anthropology in

this country, Boas made a point of carrying his campaign against

biological racism to as many people as possible. As early as

1925, he wrote a scathing attack on the anti-immigrationist

doctrine of Nordic supremacy for Forum hiagazine .-® Long before

the War began, he was the chairman of the American Committee

for Anti-Nazi Literature, an organization which published prop-

aganda and smuggled it into Germany .?? Boas made it a point to

speak to many different groups of people, lecturing the American

Association for the Advancement of Science on racial prejudice

in 1931, 7° debunking Nazi race ideas in a message to the World

Congress on Populations in Paris in 1937, 41 and even giving

talks on the evils of racism in the Science and Education Building

of the 1939 World's Fair .42

Boas, the eloquent spokesman for his discipline and for

many outside of the field of anthropology, became more and more

disheartened as he saw the Nazis prosper and their racist dreams

become realities in the Third Reich. When he resigned his

professorship of anthropology at Columbia in the summer of 1936,

he declared that he was resigning in a "sick world". He bitterly

attacked Nazi racists and announced his refusal to go to Heidel-

berg for the coming celebration of the 550th anniversary of

that institution.(2 His resignation from Columbia did not mean

the end of his anti-racist activities, however. “In fact, he was

then left with more free time to work harder in his campaign

against Nazism.
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them--were not afraid to gather support from other sciences to

legitimize their arguments against biological racism, Ruth

Benedict's book, Race: Science and Politics, appeared in 1940

and relies heavily in parts on the fundamental principles of

heredity. She devotes an entire chapter to the question,

"What Is Hereditary?" and concludes from her discussion of

genetics that race crossing is not harmful. Like so many an-

thropologists, Benedict was eager to denounce the notion of

Aryan supremacy as a facile answer to the nature-nurture con-

troversy: “Heredity takes no notice of the glories of civiliza-

tion, whether they are in science or in technology or in art;

these can be perpetuated in any group, not by nature, but by

nurture ," 44

Like Benedict, Ashley Montagu availed himself of genetics

as well as anthropology in his attack on Nazi racism in Man's

Most Dangerous Myth (1942). Chapter titles of this book include

"The Meaninglessness of the Anthropological Conception of Race",

"The Genetical Theory of Race", and "The Biological Facts," ‘>

This is a book for the layman, but the discussion is very firmly

grounded in science, albeit somewhat simplified science.

In 1943, two University of Chicago anthropologists attempted

to assess the state of knowledge at that time on questions of

race, W.M. Krogman published an article in Scientific Monthly
 

entitled “What We Do Not Know About Race" in August of 1943, and

Robert Redfield published a sequel--"“What We Do Know About Race"~--

in the very next issue. Krogman listed six major “don't know’s"

in scientific understanding of race, including the fact that

scientists could not agree on what actually constitutes a bio-
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logical race in man, and the fact that no one knew of any “char-

acteristics, either biological or psychological, that in a given

race-cross are superior or inferior "©

Redfield*s were the more positive arguments. He asserted,

first of all, that "The biological differences which enable us

to classify the human species into races are superficial differ-

ences. There are few racial differences deep inside our bodies."47

Not only were these biological differences confined to the body

surface, according to Redfield, but they had no influence on

the progress of society: “The physical characteristics used by

anthropologists to classify people racially have, so far as we

know, practically no significance for cultural achievement." "©

These two articles summarize nicely the tactics of criticism

which anthropologists adopted in the face of Nazi propaganda.

On one hand, we find the sort of guarded “we-don't-know" arguments

which placed the burden of proof on scientists of the future;

but on the other hand there are positive and confident refutations

of Nazi doctrine based on anthropological science and the rudi-

mentary principles of inheritance,

We have thus far dealt only with the reactions of individuals

to Nazi racism. It is important to remember, however, that Ameri-

can science was well-organized in the ‘30's and ‘40's, and that

the many scientific congresses held each year in this country

during the Nazi era afforded ample opportunity for American sci-

entists to respond as a group to political issues which concerned

them, The fact that some groups did speak out against the Nazis

while most were silent is significant.

.



-19-

Ve
wv

The first group to issue a statement regarding Nazism con-

sisted of 1284 American scientists who signed what came to be

known as the "Scientists' Manifesto" late in 1938. The signa-

tures came from every major scientific discipline and all levels

of the scientific and academic hierarchies in the United States,

Responding to an article published in the April, 1938 edition

of Nature that dealt with so-called “Aryan physics", the Manifesto

unequivocally attacked Nazi racist doctrines and repression of

science: "we publicly condemn the Fascist position towards

science. The racial theories which they advocate have been

demolished time and again," 49

This declaration of concern by scientists over recent polit-

ical developments was looked upon as an event of some note by

many in the United States, The editors of the New Republic were

particularly impressed by this statement of the scientists’

position: | a

The fact that so many of these eminent individuals,
who are not in the habit of entering the realm of
public controversy, feel impelled to speak out at
this time shows how seriously Americans are taking
the Nazi threat to civilization. It shows too the
growing realization that nobody can any longer af-
fort to remain ‘above the battle.' The scientists
have come down out of their ivory towers and en-
listed in a struggle which involves nothing less
than the survival of civilization.50

This is a very interesting reaction, given the fact that indiv-

idual scientists had “come down out of their ivory towers" and

spoken publicly on controversial political questions involving

race for more than twenty years befére the Manifesto was issued.
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It is true, nevertheless, that the opinions of scientists speaking

as professionals and as a group would have carried far more weight

and attracted more attention than individual opinions.

But the Manifesto is hardly a direct condemnation of Nazi

biological racism. The document is really a protest against the

infringement of politics upon science. "Science," say the Manis ~

festo authors, “is wholly independent of national boundaries

and races and creeds and can fluorish only when there is peace

and intellectual freedom.">! At the heart of their grievances

lay the Nazis* dismissal of more than 1600 German scientists and

teachers who were judged to lack the “proper” racial and political

qualifications to continue their work in universities and research

institutes. Racism was mentioned only insofar as it pertained

to the structure of the German scientific community and to sci-

entific principles. The Manifesto was also anything but timely.

The blatant repression of science and the persecution of scientists

which so upset the signers of the Manifesto had begun a full five

years before this statement was issued.

While the Scientists' Manifesto did not address Nazi bio-

logical racism directly, it did serve to legitimize large-scale

anti-Nazi protests by scientific organizations after 1938.. And

only a few weeks after the Manifesto wae issued, the American

Anthropological Association came out with a formal condemnation

of Nazi race doctrine, deploring what it termed "the cause ofan

unscientific racialism,"9'> Thus, anthropology was the first

scientific discipline to commit its members, as a group, to a

stand against Nazi racism, At the Eighth American Scientific

Congress in May of 1940, it was the delegation of anthropologists
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that introduced a resolutioncondemning the doctrine of race

as scientifically untenable.2* And in November of 1942, a second

anthropological organization--the American Ethnological Society--

issued a statement which unequivocally denounced Nazi racism and

“the dogma that civilization depends upon the enslavement of one

race by another," 22

Unlike the anthropologists, geneticists did not take any

cues from the Scientists" Manifesto. At the 1939 International

Congress of Genetics, not one paper is reported to have been

read on issues of race or Nazi racial hygiene, nor did any reso-

lutions dealing with political issues emerge from the conference .>+

(This is in contrast to earlier Genetics Congresses, at which

anti-racist sentiments had been expressed in several papers.)

What did come out of the 1939 Genetics Congress was a rather

inocuous statement dealing with the question, “How could the

world's population be improved most effectively genetically?"

The authors of this statement--mostly geneticists--included such

prominent men as Julian Huxley, H.J. Muller, Theodosius Dob-

zhansky, and J.B.S. Haldane. Their prescription for a better

world did not so much as hint at the political struggles going

on around them--struggles based, in part, on the Nazis’ desire

to improve the world population genetically, The declaration

Spoke of such things as the need to improve social conditions,

the need to agree upon the goals toward which selective breeding

would be directed, and the need for further research in the area

of human genetics, 5° Clearly, the geneticists of the United

States did not make the same sort of professional commitment to

the opposition of Nazism that was made by American anthropologists,
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VI.
oe

Judged from a "distance" of three decades, the history of

scientific opposition to Nazi racism is not a giorious one,

Geneticists, in particular, do not present a very inspiring

picture. But it would be useful at this point to recall the

initial assumption upon which this study is based. We assumed

from the start that Nazi racism was seen by Americans as some-

thing to be opposed from the time of its birth. That, however,

is a modern-day assumption, based on an unequivocal moral impera-

tive to oppose racism in all of its forms; and it is all too

easy to foist that imperative onto the past in ways which are

totally inappropriate.

Obviously, it is not the liberal imperatives of the 1970’s,

but the imperatives sensed by American scientists in the ‘30's

and ‘40's which we want to explore. For while vague notions of

social responsibility are tempting to invoke here, we must

remember that a scientist who opposed the Nazis made an invest-

ment of his time, his energy, and his professional reputation--

investments which had to be prompted by something more compelling

than vague pangs of conscience.

In fact, it may be argued that geneticists and anthropologists

responded differently to the issues of biological racism during

the Nazi era precisely because their sciences dictated very dif-

ferent imperatives for social action,

It is easy enough to dispel the notion that the American

public handed its scientists a clear maridate to oppose Nazi racism,

As was discussed above, the Nazis did not introduce biological
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racism to Germany, As German ideas on the subject had been aired

around the world long before Hitler took power, it would have

been very difficult for Americans in 1933 to perceive Nazi racism

as something particularly new or more threatening. Also, Ameri-

cans had their own unresolved race problems with which to con-

tend in 1933. Anti-immigrationists continued to justify their

isolationist policies in terms of supposed racial inequalities,

guilt-ridden scholars were using the new-found tools of psy-

chological testing to uncover some hereditary justification for

the plight of the Black American, and compulsory sterilization

laws were still on the books in a majority of states. Until

1939, Nazi racism took no more evil a form than racial dis-

crimination and compulsory sterilization, so it would have been

difficult to condemn racism abroad without touching sensitive

cords at home. Some, like Franz Boas, drew the connections

between Nazi and American racism all to explicitly:

The crudest form of racial consciousness is at present

confined to Germany--although with respect to stronger

divergences, such as those between Negroes or Asiatics

and whites, it is almost equally potent in the United

States and England, mitigated by a hypocritical desire

to avoid legal recognition of the facts.57

One could hardly issue a self-righteous condemnation of Ger-

man racism without falling into the trap of hypocrisy, and in

1933, when some Nazi race doctrines seemed more progressive than

sinister to heredity-conscious Americans, few in this country

were prepared to “cast the first stone."

That the scientist actually risked severe criticism at home

when he condemned Nazi policies in the early years of the Third
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Reich is evidenced by this comment from Earnest Hooton's “Plain
wT

Statements About Race":

I do not claim to speak for all physical anthropolo-
gists, many of whom are either too wise or too timid
to speak at all upon this subject, preferring to pur-
sue their researches in academic seclusion, rather
than cry their wares in the market place and run the
risk of being pelted by the rabble, For myself, I
prefer to be the target of rotten eggs, rather than
be suspected as a purveyor of that odoriferous com-
moditye fi.e., racism]

It is no wonder that the strongest arguments used by many

public critics of the Nazis were simply statements of scientific

ignorance, particularly in the pre-War days of the Nazi regime,

"I regret as much as anyone else," said J.B.S. Haldane, "the im-

possibility of coming to any reasoned conclusion on this question

of racial intermixture ,"9? Such a position allowed the sci-

entist to dodge the "rotten eggs" from home and charges of
\

hypocrisy from abroad.

If we discount the possibility that social imperatives pro-

vided the impetus for protest from scientists, we must look to

the sciences of genetics and anthropology themselves for possible

imperatives. The problems which each discipline tackled, the

degree to which those disciplines were accepted as legitimate

branches of the American scientific community, and the extent to

which Nazi racism infringed upon the respective “territories" of

these sciences--all affected the way in which individual scientists

viewed the challenge of Nazism,

Genetics provides a particularly interesting case. The work

of Gregor Mendel was re-discovered in 1900, and the community of

- geneticists which sprang up in the United States in the next two
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decades.was dominated by men concerned with the possibility of

using new-found knowledge of heredity to better the lot of man-

kind. As Dunn points out, genetics grew up in a eugenics en-

vironment, and the two subjects were frequently taught by the same

persons.°° This had a very definite influence on the directions

which genetics research took in these early years. Geneticists

‘focused their attention almost entirely on man, and as Charles

Rosenberg points out, "the very attitudes which inspired sci-

entists to apply Mendelianism immediately to the inheritance of

human traits, made an objective study of these traits impossible,

To many of the early workers in the field, human genetics was

indistinguishable from eugenics; their findings were blueprints

for social action,"0l

Thus, in its infancy, American genetics was very much con-

cerned with the questions to which the Nazis were later to provide

"answers". But human beings proved to be more complicated re-

search subjects than Mendel's plants, and geneticists began to

realize that the formulation of universally-accepted goals for

eugenic reform was by no means an easy task. According to Rosen-

berg, geneticists began to grow disillusioned with human genetics

after several years, and “the comparatively cautious hopes of

such scientists were soon outstripped by their less knowledgeable

fellow eugenists. It was their misplaced enthusiasm .. . which

made human genetics an object of increasing suspicion in aca-

62
demic circles.”

By 1930, the attention of large numbers of geneticists had

shifted away from man, and what were once strong ties between

.genetics and eugenics had dissolved. Scientists turned to the
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Study of genetics at the cellular level, correlating cytological

observations with knowledge gleaned from experimental breeding

work. The use of Drosophila and the artificial induction of

mutations by X-rays opened up vast new areas of research, and

the optimism which had once pervaded the field of human genetics

was now reserved for other projects,

Had the Nazis dominated Germany twenty years earlier,

American geneticists might very well have responded more force-

fully to the notion of biological racism than they did in 1933.

But by the time that Hitler took power, few Americans were left

in the field of human genetics. Nazi claims about racial degenera-

tion and dysgenic race mixtures could not have been further from

the scientific concerns of men who worked with fruit flies, En-

gaged in research which was both exciting and rigorously scientif-

ic, American geneticists could not have seen Nazi "ravings" about

eugenics as a real challenge either to the science or to the pro-

fession of genetics. in America, The pattern of geneticists"

responses to Nazi biological racism confirms this statement, as

nowhere in their speeches or writings do they feel the need to

defend their commitment to the scientific study of inheritance,

A headful of men were responsible for most of the anti-Nazi

propaganda which came from the community of American geneticists

during the years of the Third Reich. And what is interesting to

note is tnat many of these individuals had particular motives for

opposing the Nazis--motives which had little to do with the science

of genetics per se. Fortexample, the highly vocal H.J. Muller

spoke against the Nazis primarily in political rather than sci-

entific terms because, as a confirmed Marxist, he was most con-
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cerned with the political implications of biological racism,©3

In addition to politics, eugenics exerted a strong influence

on many within this small, vocal group of geneticists. Of course,

as was previously mentioned, the strong ties between eugenics and

genetics which existed at the beginning of the 20th century had

been broken by 1933. But some geneticists held on to their eugenic

ideals. Prominent in this group were Lawrence Snyder, C.B. Daven-~

port, Julian Huxley, and J.B.S. Haldane--the very men whose names

dominate the literature of anti-Nazi protest,

The idea that eugenics sympathies would prompt these geneticists

to speak out against the Nazis is not surprising. The "science"

of eugenics was in trouble, Its scientific foundation was being

undermined as more and more geneticists left the field of human

genetics and ceased to publish on eugenics-related subjects. Fin-~

ally, by 1938, geneticist Frank R. Lillie told a meeting of the

American Association for the Advancement of Science that eugenics

was not a practicable program due to the dearth of knowledge in

the area of human genetics,°+ Some geneticists clearly wished

to put eugenicists out of business.

Nazi propaganda on racial purification could not help but

undercut the legitimacy of the American eugenics movement even:

further in the eyes of those who found Nazi racism distasteful.

In fact, there are several instances in the literature where

eugenics and Nazism are implicitly equated by American writers.

For example, Harold Ward's summary of research trends in genetics —

dealt with the potentiaI uses of the new technique of chromosome

mapping, and Wark looked to these maps to assist science in

correcting "the emotional bigotries of current eugenic beliefs
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by constantly increasing knowledge of the quantitative physical

factors behind such dangerous generalizations as ‘character’,

‘temperament’, ‘personality’, and the. like ."°5

In the face of rapidly-diminishing scientific support and

unwanted identification with Nazi racism, the American eugenics

movement consciously strove to maintain its integrity by pub-

licly denouncing National Socialist policies, That geneticists

with eugenic ideals were particularly active in the fight against

Nazi racism is therefore understandable,

Anthropology presents a similar case. While geneticists

were fairly secure in their professional status by 1933 and were

clearly accepted in the scientific community as legitimate sci-

entists, anthropology was still in the process of developing

both its goals and its theoretical foundations .©® _Anthropology--

and particularly the anthropology of Franz Boas and his Columbia

group--rested on the premise that so-called “primitive” cultures

had much to teach western man about himself and his relationship

to the rest of the world. Cross-cultural studies like Boas’

The Mind of Primitive Man emphasized the social and cultural sim-

ilarities between races rather than their aifferences.°” And

fundamentil to the new science of anthropology was the premise

that peoples could not be ranked in a hierarchy of ability or

merit. This was the very antithesis of the doctrine of Aryan

superiority, and acceptance of Nazi racism necessarily entailed

a rejection of the bulk of anthropological science as it existed

in the United States inthe '30's and "40's,

Many anthropologists recognized that they were fighting for

their professional lives when they attacked the tenets of bio-
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logical racism. They saw Nazi racism as a deliberate perversion

of anthropology, and this view added special vehemence to their

protests. In 1940, Ruth Benedict declared: "I believe that those

of us who are anthropologists should expose the travesty of sober

anthropological material which racismoffers,"©8 The American

Ethnological Association called the doctrine of racial inequality

a "distortion of anthropology ,"°? and the American Anthropological

Association protested what it termed “the conscription and dis-

tortion of anthropology in many countries to serve the cause of

an unscientific racialism."/° These are but a few of the comments

to be found in the literature which support the idea that anthro-

pelogists did indeed feel threatened by Nazi racism,

Vil.

Such motivating factors as the ones discussed above prove

to be useful tools with which we can begin to make sense out of

the very different responses of geneticists and anthropologists

to Nazi race propaganda, Scientific data on race certainly pro-

vided no mandate, by itself, for opposition to the Nazis, as is

evidenced by the pleas of ignorance which recur so frequently in

scientists' writings on racism during the years of the Third Reich,

Until the outbreak of the Second World War, American public opinion.

was in no way a motivator of scientific attacks on racism abroad,

as Americans were divided in a myriad of ways over sensitive race

problems at home. In fact, public opinion seems to have dis-

couraged some American scientists from issuing blanket condemna-

tions of racism during the early years of Nazi rule.

Only factors peculiar to the scientific disciplines them-
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selves--their respective histories, structures, and theoretical

foundations--give rise to the sorts of imperatives which might

lead to public criticism of Nazi racial hygiene. As far as

geneticists were concerned, we have seen that those who launched

the bulk of the attacks made on Nazi racism comprised a rather

small group. Geneticists' arguments against the ‘azis were more

often based on politics than on genetics, and not one society

of geneticists issued a public condemnation of Nazi race doctrines

between 1933 and 1945, This pattern of response makes sense for

several reasons, First, by 1933, geneticists had succeeded in

their conscious effort to abandon the “academically suspect" area

of human genetics and eugenics for highly rewarding studies in-

volving more manageable research populations and studies at the

cellular level. Thus, their concerns in the area of heredity

were far removed from those of the Nazis, and few American

geneticists could have looked to their own work for refutation

of Nazi claims about race even if they had wanted to do so. Sec-

ondly, a majority of those geneticists who did speak out were

predisposed to such protest by personal interests (e.g., politics,

eugenics) which had little to do with the science of genetics it-

self. And finally, the legitimacy of that well-respected science

was in no way threatened by Nazi assertions about race. Fundament-

ally, there were no compelling reasons for protest against Nazi |

racism that all American geneticists would have shared, and so

the. absence of protest at an organizational level is not surprising.

Anthropologists were seen to react differently to the same

problem. Criticisms of Nazi racism came from a larger group of
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professional anthropologists than geneticists, and these crit-

icisms were often based on anthropological definitions of such

terms as "race", "Aryan", and “culture”. In addition, protests

from anthropologists tended to be more vehement than those of

their colleagues in genetics. And two major American anthro-

pological organizations had issued public condemnations of Nazi

race principles by the time the Nazis fell from power. Based on

premises which were diametrically opposed to those of Nazi racists,

anthropology was directly threatened by Nazi claims and made use

of anthropological principles in an effort to repudiate those

claims, Nazi concerns were anthropological concerns, and so for

anthropologists, the fight against Nazi racism was not merely an

issue of social conscience but an issue of professional legitimacy

and survival.

When the War ended and Nazism released its hold on Germany,

many in the United States felt that the victory of the Allies

had dispelled the last vestiges of the master-race myth. But

as the excitement of victory died away, Americans found themselves

facing the same race problems and the same uncertainties about

racial equality that they had carried with them into the War.

Disillusioned with “scientific" attempts to deal with the issue

of racial inequality, the 1944 meeting of the American Association

for the Advancement of Science discussed the need to abandon a

eugenic approach to race and instead, to concentrate world re-

construction efforts on solving the pressing political, social,
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and economic problems which hindered world peace and harmony. ?!

But scientific justifications for supposed racial inequalities

have cropped up often in the years since World War II.

Even the horror of Nazi atrocities was not sufficient to

exorcise the spectre of science from racism,
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