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MARGIT SZÖLLÖSI-JANZE, Fritz Haber 1868-1934: Eine Biographie
(Munich: Beck, 1998), 928 pp. ISBN 3 406 43548 3. DM 98.00

Fritz Haber, who won the 1918 Nobel Prize for chemistry retrospec -
tively in 1920 based on his work on ammonia synthesis, is one of the
key figures in the history of German science and technology in the
twentieth century. That his life and work are central to understand -
ing more mainstream German history in the latter part of the nine -
teenth and the first third of the twentieth centuries is something that
Margit Szöllösi-Janze argues convincingly and in great detail in this
fine book. Szöllösi-Janze’s biography of Haber is based on a wide
array of archival evidence and a thorough—and critical—canvassing
of secondary literature on her subject and on the context in which he
operated. Her treatment is as well written as it is exhaustive, and hers
will serve as the definitive account of this man’s fascinating life for
the foreseeable future.

Widely regarded for his scientific work from a fairly early age,
Haber realized that the science he wished to pursue could only be
done in conjunction with resources drawn from industry and gov -
ernment. The former could provide not only funding for financially
strapped university researchers, but also specialized preparations
and equipment. Government bodies at the state level were important
sources of funds, although the German federal government had less
cash at its disposal. Still, political backing at all levels was essential
for implementing large-scale projects and (not incidentally for Haber
and many of his cohorts) could also provide symbols of status and
prestige. Operating with this knowledge from the beginning of his
career, Haber quickly came to occupy a central position of power and
influence at the intersection of science, the economy, and govern -
ment. His Nobel Prize-winning work on ammonia synthesis formed
the basis for massive, and eventually very lucrative, industrial invest-
ment and production. The ammonia itself was essential to Germany’s
ability to fight for four years in the First World War: it was the basis
for production not just of desperately needed fertilizers, but also of
ammunition. Haber also was instrumental in shaping the Kaiser
Wilhelm Society and its associated institutes in the first decade and a
half of the new century. The Society and its institutes symbolized the
extent of German scientific achievement on the eve of the First World
War and, as Alan Beyerchen has argued convincingly (‘On the stim -
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ulation of excellence in Wilhelmine science’, in Jack R. Dukes and
Joachim Remak, eds, Another Germany: A Reconsideration of the Im -
perial Era, 1988, pp. 139-68), also functioned as part of an effective and
very modern national system of innovation. Haber took up the post
of director of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Physical Chemistry in
Dahlem, typically parlaying state backing and industrial funding
into a reasonably independent and highly prestigious position for
himself.

This effective and modern national system of innovation was
called upon very heavily during the First World War, not just for pro-
duction of various ersatz materials, but also for development of
weapons of mass destruction. Again, Haber occupied a central posi -
tion. Ever the patriot, he placed his Institute at the disposal of the war
effort, liaising with both industry and the military authorities to co-
ordinate research, translate the results quickly into large-scale pro -
duction, and then to deploy the products effectively on the Front. His
Institute worked most prominently on development of poison gas,
gas masks, and pest-control agents.

Szöllösi-Janze’s extensive description of the Haber Institute’s
activities with regard to gas masks and pesticides is a much-needed
corrective to the usual tendency to focus solely on poison gas in
analysis of Haber’s career. Pest-control agents were essential not just
to the war effort, but also in peacetime, and industry was particular -
ly interested in developing them for commercial purposes. Again,
Haber’s direct and indirect influence on German business and eco -
nomic history was substantial. But, again, the influence—in this case
mostly indirect—went far beyond that: he was instrumental in the
establishment of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Schädlingsbekämp -
fungsmittel (Degesch) in the early 1920s, whose main product,
Zyklon B, played a notorious role in the implementation of the ‘Final
Solution’.

Still, Szöllösi-Janze would agree with most historians that Haber’s
role in the development and deployment of poison gas was of par -
ticular importance. Under Haber’s leadership, the Germans pio -
neered its application as a weapon of mass destruction. The poison
gas effort, she contends convincingly, represented a prototypical
Manhattan project (pp. 336-7): funded by the state, scientists and
technicians from a variety of disciplines worked closely with the mil-
itary and with large-scale industry on highly directed, militarily cru-
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cial research. Like the Manhattan project, Haber’s poison gas project
was eventually placed under direct military control, in this case in
November 1916. 

Poison gas development was vital for other reasons as well, again
like the Manhattan project. It brought into high relief ethical ques -
tions associated with the use of science and technology to develop
horrendous weapons of mass destruction. During and immediately
after the First World War, such questions centred on the person of
Haber. He himself apparently never regretted his role in this devel -
opment. He believed that deployment of poison gas had ‘humane’
aspects that might shorten war, and in the latter stages of the conflict
he even planned to continue gas research at his Institute in the post-
war period. But others disagreed with his assessment. Szöllösi-Janze
argues effectively that the suicide of Haber’s first wife not long after
the first major deployment of poison gas at Ypres in 1915 was the
result of a number of factors, but doubts about the morality of the gas
attack and her husband’s culpability in it may have been one of them.
Towards the end of the war, Haber had good reason to believe that
he would be identified and tried as a war criminal on this basis. He
and many others were astounded by the decision of the Swedish
Academy to award him a Nobel Prize so soon after the end of the
conflict; his acceptance of it caused some other laureates to boycott
the award ceremony.

Although he clearly enjoyed the professional and financial
rewards associated with the Nobel Prize (the latter were particularly
critical during the inflation period), Haber’s attention and energies
were absorbed for the most part with trying to reconstruct German
science both at home and abroad. Besides arranging for alternative
financing of his own Institute, he played a vital role in reorganizing
funding of research in Germany during the early Weimar period.
Through his work in assisting to establish the Notgemeinschaft (later
the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft), Haber helped construct a
system that moved control of research and its funding away from the
individual states and towards the central government, and away
from state ministries of culture and towards self-administered organ-
izations of scientists. This trend has continued to the present day.

The end of the war brought other changes as well, however.
Haber had always worked extremely hard (this was apparently one
of the factors that contributed to his first wife’s depression and sui -
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cide and was clearly important in his eventual estrangement and
divorce from his second wife as well), but he had exhausted himself
thoroughly during the war. His health was affected adversely, and he
does not seem ever to have recovered fully. He had also—paradoxi -
cally since his significance to his profession had just been recognized
with the Nobel Prize—begun to lose influence, as, for instance, in the
case of the decision at the beginning of the 1920s on the successor to
Emil Fischer’s chair at the University of Berlin.

Why did this happen? Szöllösi-Janze sees this as an example of
‘how Haber’s life and scientific career veered between triumph and
defeat’ (p. 438), which may well be the case. Certainly, there were
later triumphs in his career during the Weimar period, too. Still, an
argument might be made that the combination of the widespread
questioning of Haber’s behaviour during the First World War and
the physical and mental exhaustion that resulted from his efforts may
well have undermined his influence both nationally and internation -
ally and over the long term. The exhaustion, too, might explain some
of the otherwise mystifying decisions about research organization
and direction at the end of the First World War and the beginning of
the Weimar period. Planning for continuation of poison-gas research
after the war—which Haber did well into its late stages and even as
it became clear that Germany would be defeated—seems indicative
of a misjudgement of what might be politically possible, something
distinctly out of character for Haber. His later idea of extracting from
sea water gold with which to pay German reparations, which became
a major research project for his Institute, bordered on the bizarre.
Perhaps, too, such decisions began to undermine Haber’s influence
over the German system of innovation, an influence that had clearly
waned considerably by the late 1920s. It took the National Socialist
seizure of power, however, to deal the final blow to Haber’s position
and influence. A Jew who had converted to Christianity, Haber felt
forced as a result of Nazi policy to give up his Institute and leave his
beloved country. His family and professional life shattered, and in
poor financial shape despite many years of security and some afflu -
ence as a professor and despite holding a number of lucrative
patents, Haber died in Basle at the end of January 1934.

Szöllösi-Janze tells Haber’s story extremely well, and she is espe -
cially effective in linking the personal and the political, in highlight-
ing the significance of Haber’s scientific work for industry and pub -
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lic policy, and in separating the legends that surround the man from
some of the facts through critical and thorough scrutiny of docu -
ments and secondary sources. Still, there is at least one big question
that she might have addressed at greater length. If, as she concludes,
‘Fritz Haber was in every respect an extremely modern scientist’ (p.
705)—and most would agree with her in this assessment—it still
needs to be explained why Germany was the first country to be able
to produce such a man and the modern system of science within
which he functioned. It is perhaps unfair to ask still more from a book
that does so much, but the ‘why Germany?’ question remains a cen -
tral issue not just in general German historiography, but also in the
historiography of German science.
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