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NOTKER HAMMERSTEIN , Die Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft in
der Weimarer Republik und im Dritten Reich: Wissenschaftspolitik in
Republik und Diktatur (Munich: Beck, 1999), 582 pp. ISBN 3 406 44826
7. DM 98.00
MICHAEL FAHLBUSCH, Wissenschaft im Dienst der nationalsoziali-
stischen Politik? Die ‘Volksdeutschen Forschungsgemeinschaften’ von
1931-1945 (Baden-Baden: Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, 1999), 887 pp.
ISBN 3 7890 5770 3. DM 138.00 

There is renewed historical interest in the fate of Wissenschaft under
National Socialism, and in Nazi attempts to regenerate the universi-
ties. A range of academic disciplines and institutions once seen as
resisting Nazism have been shown to have been compliant and sup-
portive of racial policy. At the same time there is increasing aware-
ness of how the Nazi state proliferated new structures challenging
the pre-eminence of universities. The two studies under review both
deal with non-university institutions, which challenged the Hum-
boldtian paradigm of ‘teaching and research’. But they represent dif-
ferent poles of interpretation: Hammerstein argues that the Notge-
meinschaft der Deutschen Wissenschaft (NDW) sustained its identi-
ty, and his study has already provoked a storm of criticism. Fahl-
busch uncovers a sprawling conglomerate of non-university institu-
tions focused on issues of German ethnic identity and expanding
Lebensraum.

The question arises whether Hammerstein’s interpretation is ten-
able in suggesting the resistance and durability of academic struc-
tures. The NDW can claim to be pioneering of the modern type of
peer-review academic funding agency. His outline of the foundation
and development of the NDW in the Weimar Republic serves to
establish a mentality that was by and large nostalgic for the patron-
age and prosperity of the Kaiserreich. The NDW’s first secretary, the
administrator Schmidt-Ott, having been Althoff’s successor as minis-
terial director in the Prussian Kultusministerium, personified such
continuities. Fritz Haber well illustrates the blend of modernity with
patriotism, as he spun a complex web of academic research groups,
some with covert military funding. The eventual dismissal of Haber
was to facilitate military technical and strategic operations. But Ham-
merstein stresses the defence of science as a value, and its independ-
ence, as manifested in a memorial meeting for Haber. Overall, impe-
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rial values of science and patriotism are portrayed as lingering forces,
still shaping the management of scientific institutions in the Third
Reich. Hammerstein does not deny that there were Nazi enthusiasts
in the academic sphere, but they are shown to have been incompe-
tent, ineffectual, and unable fundamentally to damage the resilient
structures of science. That over 50 per cent of academics joined the
NSDAP after 1933 is explained as more to do with such extraneous
factors as careerism and a desire to conform than with enthusiasm for
Nazism. The young are seen as avoiding universities because of oner-
ous Party duties. Thus the Nazi onslaught on research and universi-
ty institutions had only very partial success.

Schmidt-Ott resigned in October 1934, although he retained such
offices as chair of the Stifterverband. His successor as president of the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) was Johannes Stark, who is
characterized as a dedicated scientist despite longstanding Nazi sym-
pathies evident in his campaign for ‘deutsche Physik’. Hammerstein
sees the Third Reich as a period of continuity for by now well estab-
lished scientific institutions. Rudolf Mentzel was the major political
organizer in the new Amt W (Wissenschaft) of the Reichserziehungs-
ministerium and from December 1936 was President of the DFG. A
member of the SS, he was a chemist who had been unable to have his
Habilitation thesis accepted during the Weimar Republic, but in the
Third Reich it was kept from the faculty as a state secret (a shame that
Hammerstein did not locate it). He is characterized as able, energetic,
and highly talented. In contrast the portrait of the crystallographer
Peter Thiessen is acid in tone, mainly because of his accommodation
in the GDR as Stasi informer; and Robert Havemann, another Soviet
protégé known for taking on the role of President of the Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Gesellschaft in the Soviet sector, is condemned as having
supported the dismissal of Haber. The critique bites harder against
the left than against the right, for whom there are invariably extenu-
ating circumstances.

While Stark began by confidently applying the Führerprinzip, his
efforts were constantly undermined by Mentzel and his protégés:
Stark attempted to move from passively disbursing monies to taking
an active directing role. He gave increased support to relevant sci-
ence, such as crop breeding, but he also supported a spectrum of the
sciences as before. The ministry, however, was concerned that
research should not become an autonomous enclave. Stark made
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strategic errors in veering towards Rosenberg rather than Himmler,
and was overall too much of an independent-minded autocrat. As a
consequence he was moved to the Physikalisch-technische Reichs-
anstalt. This opened the way for the younger Mentzel, who was a
more orthodox Nazi, to become president in 1936.

More effort is expended on characterization than on the politics of
administrative structures. Whether finance came to academics
because they were Nazis or because they were scientists is a constant
issue. Structural measures such as Fachsparten (academic divisions
under leading scientists) guarded against Nazi excesses. But in prac-
tice, massive concessions were made to Nazism. Mentzel built up
links to a range of SS initiatives like the SS expedition to Tibet and to
the SS-Ahnenerbe Research Foundation, which drew two thirds of its
budget from the DFG. Prehistory and archaeology were supported
when they dealt with periods of exemplary racial purity. Hammer-
stein points out that often these organizations included people of the
ultra right who disdained the populism of the NSDAP. Further pres-
sures came with the four year rearmament plan in 1936, and in 1941
from the Nazi leadership, concerned about a lack of research innova-
tion in German war industries. The latter issue suggests that even
when viable academics were funded, the expectations were that they
should contribute to a Nazi victory. Hammerstein simply does not
appreciate that new academic disciplines like virology were funded
because of the strategic requirements of the Barbarossa campaign
and the Generalplan Ost. This was a macabre world of esoteric
nationalism, Nazi bullying and power politics, and strategic plans: to
accept all this as sustaining normal academic life is to take a grim
view of academic behaviour.

Overall a view is presented of an academic community which
remained liberal and objective in outlook, and continued to have a
robust sense of the autonomy of science. Hammerstein’s measured,
flowing prose assists him in giving his materials this distinctive spin.
We have a rounded academic study, and yet one that is highly ten-
dentious. However, the book has blemishes. There are minor inaccu-
racies: Hammerstein is hazy as to the date of the Nuremberg Medical
Trial, and certainly it did not stretch to 1948; there are inaccuracies in
the citation of foreign names (for example, R.V. Johns for Jones) and
non-German secondary literature is drawn on sparingly. More seri-
ous is that the book lacks a sense of science—or any other academic
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discipline—as ideology (here the classic studies of Paul Forman
might have been considered), and no use is made of the riches of the
DFG Forscher-Akten in this context. Hammerstein does not pause to
reflect on what constitutes science, which to him is a self-evident, and
intrinsically laudable, enterprise. Despite the new wave of interest in
the social history of academic disciplines, there is often reluctance to
analyse papers and research materials historically.

By way of contrast, Fahlbusch invokes Horkheimer’s concept of
‘instrumentalized reason’ as his starting point. He sees a network of
academics acting as advisers to the state and NSDAP. Indeed, this
view of a politically engaged science contrasts fundamentally with
Hammerstein’s stress on neutrality. Fahlbusch’s study bristles with
ideas, notably that of a quest for a new type of German science. By
analysing the Volksdeutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft as ideology,
bureaucracy, and organizational structure, he casts light on a shad-
owy world of research into ethnicity. Too long has the paradigm of a
homogeneous racial underworld of semi literate fanatics held sway.
Fahlbusch shows the research structures to be extensive and evolving.

The academic discipline under Fahlbusch’s scrutiny—Volkstum-
forschung—is by no means self-evident: what exactly is the English-
language equivalent? The term covers studies of German ethnic iden-
tity, culture, racial biology, and living conditions. Folklore in English
does not have the breadth of the German concept of Volkstum as both
a discipline in its own right and an interdisciplinary area of study,
intersecting for example with geography and history. Its broad com-
pass included art history, and it corresponded to what might be
termed ‘cultural studies’. Fahlbusch engages with research on de-
mography but not anthropology and eugenics, even though a num-
ber of advisers came out of medicine, notably Otto Reche, Eugen
Fischer, and the tropical medicine professor, Otto Fischer, whose
papers we learn were seized by the British after the war but now can-
not be traced.

Fahlbusch argues that applied areas such as racial and migration
studies, or linguistics were recognized as meriting special support. In
turn, this meant that the academic disciplines such as history, geog-
raphy, and folklore studies became a politically supportive Herr-
schaftsinstrument. For its part, Nazi Germany emerges as an academ-
ically favourable environment. In peacetime it justified expansion of
German borders and in the war it assisted the massive German plans
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for population policy. The organization dealt with selection of
German groups for settlement in the east, and the Germanization of
2-3 million people; it also dealt with such non-German ‘problems’ as
the excess of eastern European peasants. Here, the Volksdeutsche
Mittelstelle took a key role from its inception in 1936. Himmler,
Goebbels, and Ribbentrop recognized its value as an agency recon-
ciling Nazi politics with the at times aberrant demands of ethnic
German groups.

As with Hammerstein, the approach is mainly organizational.
Fahlbusch reconstructs a complex and sprawling structure, showing
how scattered local offices, magazines, cartographic units, and a
range of surveys were interlinked. He delves into the origins of volks-
deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaften in 1931 to cover Germanic studies
in three regional groupings: Alpine, Rhenish, and the south-east, and
here the Foreign Ministry was closely involved. The direction of
these offices lay mainly in the hands of historians and geographers,
and some, like Albert Brackmann and Hermann Aubin, will be famil-
iar from Michael Burleigh’s writings on Ostforschung, and Mechthild
Rössler’s publications on the geographers. Fahlbusch exposes a series
of military, ideological, and economic aims. The SS increasingly
imposed centralization, for example, of cartography from 1943.

Finally, Fahlbusch shows how the collections were evaluated by
Allied intelligence. His account should be supplemented by the
British intelligence reports on evacuation of the ‘Vomi’ organization
from the Ukraine (in the Public Record Office files on decoded
German messages in HW/16/61). The post-war FIAT field intelli-
gence organization should be referred to as an Anglo-American and
French organization. The collections were then used as the basis for
East European institutes. But collections seized by the British have
not re-surfaced, and he rightly points out that it is puzzling that in-
terrogation transcripts of academic internees at the Schloß Kransberg
interrogation centre, code-named ‘Dustbin’, are also not available. It
would not be unreasonable to assume that in analogy with the Farm
Hall Interrogations of nuclear scientists (released as a result of pres-
sure from historically minded physicists), these have been retained
by governmental agencies, which all too often are prone to hoarding
documentation. The release of all as yet inaccessible materials in
British government hands concerning science under National
Socialism is now long overdue.
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