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Eugenics, Race and Nation in Central and

Southeast Europe, 1900–1940: 

A Historiographic Overview

Marius Turda and Paul J. Weindling

In the concluding chapter to The Wellborn Science: Eugenics in Ger-
many, France, Brazil and Russia (1990), Mark B. Adams complained
about the lack of diversity in the comparative history of eugenics: “We
are beginning to know something of Russian eugenics, but what of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire and Slavic eastern Europe––Czechoslovakia,
Hungary, Bulgaria, and the Ukraine? As a Catholic Slavic country, Poland
should be an especially intriguing test case. Lemaine, Schneider, Clark,
and others are clarifying the character of eugenics in France; what of
other Latin cultures of Europe, what of eugenics in Italy, Spain, Por-
tugal, Romania?”1 After the collapse of Communism in 1989, topics
such as eugenics, anti-Semitism and racism were resurrected as schol-
arly areas of interest, and researchers were given access to materials
previously controlled by Communist regimes. As a result, a number of
recently published monographs have quickly become essential read-
ings of eugenic movements in Romania, Austria and Poland.2 Yet stud-
ies and monographs are still lacking on the history of eugenic move-
ments in other Central and Southeast European countries.3 However,
as this volume demonstrates, substantial analytical effort has been
recently devoted to compensate for the lack of historiographic interest
in these topics. 

It should not be assumed that comparative histories of eugenic move-
ments in Central and Southeast Europe have never preoccupied eugeni-
cists and scholars of eugenics. In 1921, the Hungarian eugenicist Géza
von Hoffmann (1885–1921) wrote an article under the title “Eugenics
in the Central Empires since 1914,” which constitutes the first analysis
of various eugenic movements in Central Europe. Hoffmann compared
the activities of various eugenics societies, including the Berlin Society
for Racial Hygiene; the German Society for Racial Hygiene in Munich;
the International Society for Racial Hygiene; the Austrian Society for



the Study of the Science of Population; the Czech Society for
Eugenics; and the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and Pop-
ulation Policy.4 In 1924, the American eugenicist Samuel J. Holmes
(1868–1964), professor of zoology at the University of California, pub-
lished A Bibliography of Eugenics, which is arguably the first attempt
to produce a comprehensive review of the main themes related to
eugenics since the late nineteenth century. In contrast to Hoffmann,
Holmes offered a more technical perspective on the achievements of
Central European eugenics. In addition to American, British, French
and German eugenicists, he cited several Central European supporters
of eugenics under the following subheadings: “Eugenics and Works of
a General Character” (János Bársony, Ladislav Haškovec and Géza von
Hoffmann); “Genealogy” (Géza von Hoffmann); “The Problem of De-
generacy” (Emil Mattauschek); “The Birthrate” (Géza Vitéz); “Selec-
tive Influence of War” (János Bársony); “Immigration and Emigration
as Related to Racial Changes” (Géza von Hoffmann); and, finally, “Neg-
ative Eugenics, Sterilization, Segregation, etc.” (Géza von Hoffmann).

Holmes’ intention was to enumerate rather than to comment upon
works on eugenics included in his anthology. With the exception of
Hoffmann’s Die Rassenhygiene in den Vereinigten Staaten von Nord-
amerika (Racial Hygiene in the United States of America), which was
regarded as “the most comprehensive work on the subject,” Holmes
did not insist on any eugenic study from Central or Southeast Europe.
Nevertheless, the thematic arrangement of his book meant that the gen-
eral interests of Central European eugenicists were clearly identifiable.
They were preoccupied not only with the historiography of eugenics,
but also with critical social and medical issues, including degeneracy,
decline in birthrates and sterilization.5 One question, therefore, is
appropriate: Did Holmes’ comparative survey of eugenic literature
reflect the practical objectives of the eugenics societies and organiza-
tions in Central and Southeast Europe?

Eugenics Societies and Programmes of Social Hygiene

Following the precedent set by the Society for Racial Hygiene (1905)
in Germany and the Eugenics Education Society (1907) in Britain,
eugenics societies flourished in Central and Southeast Europe, starting
with Prague and Vienna in 1913 and followed by Budapest in 1914.6
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Towards the end of the First World War, such organizations increased
in number and scope. The Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and
Population Policy, and the Polish Society for the Struggle against Race
Degeneration were both established in 1917 (the latter was renamed
the Polish Eugenics Society in 1922).7 After the war, eugenics and
social hygiene received increased financial support. In 1919, an
Institute of Hygiene and Social Hygiene was created in Romania. In
1923, the active Czech Society of Eugenics founded an Institute of
Eugenics Research8, while Austrian promoters of eugenics established
societies for racial hygiene in Linz (1923) and Vienna (1925). The
Bulgarian Society for Racial Hygiene, and the Austrian League for
Racial Improvement and Heredity were both founded in 1928. As the
case studies included in this volume demonstrate, the institutionaliza-
tion of eugenics in Central and Southeast Europe may be understood
as part of an international movement to establish eugenics societies and
national research institutions.9

The eugenic programmes advocated by these societies were largely
influenced by national contexts; however, this national distinctiveness
does not mean that individual countries pursued radically different
social and medical policies. In the interwar period, the countries of
Central and Southeast Europe faced similar problems in the fields of
racial and social hygiene. In 1929, the Swiss eugenicist Marie-Thérèse
Nisot discussed this convergence in eugenic methods, attitudes and
policies in Central and Southeast Europe in the two-volume survey of
eugenic movements La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays (The
Eugenics Question in Various Countries).10

With respect to the eugenic movement in Austria, for instance, Nisot
assessed different eugenic methods pursued by Austrian eugenicists and
social hygienists, such as birth control, the legalization of abortion, the
regulation of marriage, and various measures of social hygiene (includ-
ing the protection of the infant and maternity, the struggle against
tuberculosis, mental maladies, and venereal diseases), as well as meth-
ods to combat alcoholism.11 On the other hand, Estonia, which had
had a eugenics society since 1924,12 received a less detailed analysis
than Greece, which did not have a eugenics society but compensated
with a strong social programme of medical protection.13 Moreover,
eugenicists in Hungary were preoccupied with concerns similar to
their Austrian counterparts, most notably the supervision of birth con-
trol and the regulation of marriage.14
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Among Central European countries, eugenic movements in Poland,
Romania and Czechoslovakia were cited as exemplary. The assessment
of Polish eugenics was, for example, divided into two chapters. The
first chapter described the activities of the Polish Eugenic Society (its
members, main goals and publications); the second focused on various
eugenic measures introduced in Poland, including the protection of the
infant and maternity; and prophylactic measures against tuberculosis,
venereal diseases, mental maladies and alcoholism.15

The analysis of the eugenic movement in Romania was also divid-
ed into two chapters: one dealt with general issues like eugenics, and
biometrical and statistical research promoted by the Institute of Hy-
giene and Social Hygiene in Cluj; the other highlighted social hygiene
measures introduced in Romania, especially the struggle against tuber-
culosis and venereal diseases, and the rehabilitation of individuals with
disabilities.16

In particular, Nisot praised the achievements of the eugenic move-
ment in Czechoslovakia. First, she emphasized the role of Bohemia as
the bastion of the Czechoslovak eugenic movement. Nisot then dis-
cussed eugenic organizations in Czechoslovakia, such as the Czecho-
slovak Eugenics Society, the Czechoslovak Institute of Eugenics, and
the Eugenics Committee, the latter affiliated to the Masaryk Work
Academy. Finally, the eugenic measures recommended by Czecho-
slovak eugenicists were described. In addition to the regulation of mar-
riage, physical culture, social hygiene, and the rehabilitation of people
with disabilities, special attention was devoted to the necessity of
prenuptial medical certificates, which, according to Nisot, were con-
sidered as particularly important by Czechoslovak eugenicists.17

This comparative history of eugenics in Central and Southeast
Europe can be usefully read in conjunction with studies on national
eugenic movements written by the Central European eugenicists. In
1913, for example, in a short note published in Archiv für Rassen- und
Gesellschaftsbiologie (Journal of Racial and Social Biology), Géza von
Hoffmann announced the creation of a Eugenics Committee in Hungary;
he later also notified The Journal of Heredity.18 Hoffmann’s analysis
of the Eugenics Committee in Hungary was expanded, and, in 1918, it
became an article, “Rassenhygiene in Ungarn” (Racial Hygiene in Hun-
gary), the first detailed study of the eugenic movement in Hungary.19

Ladislav Haškovec (1866–1944), the founder of Czech neurology
and one of the most prominent Czech eugenicists, similarly outlined
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the contribution of regional eugenic movements in Central Europe. In
“The Eugenic Movement in the Czechoslovak Republic,” a paper pre-
sented to the Second International Congress of Eugenics hosted by the
American Museum of Natural History in New York in 1921, Haškovec
described the state of eugenic research in Bohemia, which he dated
“independently of American and English efforts, from the year 1900.”20

The Czech biologist Vladislav Ru°žička (1872–1934) reinforced Haško-
vec’s analysis of eugenics in Czechoslovakia through his report to the
Ninth Conference of the International Federation of Eugenics Organ-
izations (1930).21 Eventually, in 1935, the geneticist and secretary of
the Czechoslovak Eugenics Society Bohumil Seckla (1901–1987)
summarized these developments in a short review published in The
Eugenics Review.22 These reviews and articles shared one common
denominator: eugenics was perceived as a symbol of the constructive
process in building a modern nation-state. 

Yet alongside these texts, less favourable analyses of eugenic move-
ments in Central Europe were also published. One anonymous con-
tributor to The Eugenics Review argued, for example, that in 1935 in
Austria “the general Press shows no interest in eugenical problems;
nor does there exist in the whole of Austria a single scientific or popu-
lar journal devoted totally or partially to eugenics.”23 The author of the
review adopted a defensive strategy, one that would vindicate eugenics
in Austria by marginalizing its importance rather than by exposing its
fascination with the racial hygiene policies of the Nazi regime. The
author was concerned that the relationship between Austrian and Ger-
man racial hygiene movements, considered natural at the time, would,
however, later stigmatize the scientific achievements of Austrian
eugenics between the wars, creating the erroneous image of an inextri-
cable and homogeneous Austro-German racial hygiene and eugenic
movement. Key figures, like the racial hygienist Heinrich Reichel (1876–
1943)––who made a significant contribution to the development of
Austrian eugenics and then eschewed membership in the NSDAP––is
one notable example of Austrian resistance to the model of Nazi racial
hygiene.24 As with the controversial, and at times complicated, rela-
tionship between Nazi racial policies and eugenics, a similar question
should be posed when discussing the history of eugenics in Central
and Southeast Europe between 1900 and 1940: Did eugenics follow a
separate scientific agenda, or was it instead an instrument in various
projects of national rejuvenation announced by racial nationalism?
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New Locations, Old Ideas

It is customary for historians to trace the origins of the closely related
ideological currents of Social Darwinism and eugenics to Britain, and
especially to the visionary statistician Francis Galton (1822–1911).
Since the American civil rights movement from the mid-1960s, and
particularly from the 1980s––a period dominated by discussions about
disability rights and the nature of totalitarian continuities after the Second
World War––historians have focused on eugenics and sterilization in
Britain, North America and Germany. New concerns with professional-
ism and social welfare meant that eugenics became more than a varia-
tion of anti-Semitism and racism. It is thus generally agreed in the
scholarship that Britain, the USA and Germany provide the theoretical
and practical models which other eugenic movements, directly or indi-
rectly, emulated. Such stereotyping is common not only in those coun-
tries––notably Sweden, Norway and Switzerland––located in the aca-
demic vicinity of such traditional centres of eugenic thinking as Britain and
Germany,25 but also in histories of eugenics dealing with regions out-
side the orbit of European eugenics, such as Latin America and China.26

How does the diffusion of eugenic concepts impact the topics ad-
dressed by this volume? If the study of British, American and German
eugenics serves as the barometer of “excellence” against which other
eugenic movements continue to be evaluated, it is reasonable to assume
that the hegemonic narratives developed for British, German and Amer-
ican eugenics provide powerful interpretative models for scholars
dealing with this topic in Central and Southeast Europe. On the one
hand, as some of the contributions to this volume clearly show, this
hermeneutic strategy is used to help explain the dissemination of
eugenics in these regions. On the other hand, however, if one focuses
solely on the reception of foreign influences, it does not reveal much
about the Central and Southeast European contribution to eugenics and
racial thought between 1900 and 1940. Accordingly, the historiograph-
ic approach proposed here emphasizes four aspects: the creativity of
local eugenic movements; the relationship between eugenicists and the
nation-state; the role of professionals and expert knowledge on race;
and, finally, the influence exercised by other eugenic movements, such
as British eugenics and German racial hygiene. 

First, racial anthropologists and eugenicists in Central and Southeast
Europe utilized many channels in order to present their programs of
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national rejuvenation and scientific success. Take, for instance, inter-
national congresses organized in Central Europe in the interwar period.
Notable here are scholarly events like the International Health Con-
ference organised in 1922 in Warsaw; the Anthropological Congress
held in Prague in 1924 under the auspices of L’Institut International
d’Anthropologie; the Second International Congress of Catholic Physi-
cians, convened in 1936 in Vienna; or the XVIIe Congrès International
d’Anthropologie et d’Archéologie Préhistorique organized in 1937 in
Bucharest––all scientific gatherings used by Central and Southeast
Europeans to inform outside observers about their achievements in
eugenics and racial anthropology, as well as policies of public health
and preventive medicine.

Second, the successes and failures of eugenic movements in Central
and Southeast Europe were not characterized by the social experimen-
tation of a liberal intelligentsia pursuing solutions to the crises brought
about by modernity (Britain); the social change engendered by immi-
gration and racial segregation (United States); and, generally, the trau-
matic human experiences generated by the First World War (France and
Italy). Rather, eugenic movements in Central and Southeast Europe
reflected the aspirations of a segment of trained professionals depend-
ent upon the state for funding and legitimacy, and whose main goal
was the strengthening of their newly created national states. 

In the interwar period, the idea of a homogeneous national commu-
nity figured prominently in Central and Southeast Europe. Many diverse
solutions were proposed, including the creation of a liberal democracy
based on the Western model; a peasant state, according to the indige-
nous nature of much of Central and Southeast European society; or a
corporatist state modelled on fascist ideology.27 Diversity of opinion
notwithstanding, all theories shared a common axiom: the state was a
nation-state, and the ethnic majority therein represented the nation.
Defining the nation in interwar Central and Southeast Europe became
synonymous with justifying the domination of a given ethnic majority.28

In this context, eugenics and racial nationalism offered one of the
most compelling definitions of the nation, one based on the biological
laws of heredity. The state, eugenicists argued, should become modern
not only in terms of infrastructure, economic performance and political
institutions, but also in terms of health policies. These policies, however,
should be conducted to preserve the “biological capital” of the nation.
In turn, this appropriation of racial nationalism by eugenics changed
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the way the nation-state was represented in eugenic discourses. Ulti-
mately, eugenics and racial nationalism transformed the state from an
indistinct entity governed by impersonal laws, to the guardian of the
nation governed by biological laws. Eugenics, it was claimed, was the
best strategy to achieve a “healthy body politic” and a strong nation-
state. For example, the first treatise on eugenics published in Romania
after 1918 was called Igiena Nat,iunii (The Hygiene of the Nation) 
and subtitled Eugenia (Eugenics). The book encapsulated the essential
relationship between eugenics and the protection of the nation; indeed,
for its author Iuliu Moldovan (1882–1966), the most important Roma-
nian eugenicist of the interwar period, the two were identical. 

Third, in contrast to historical narratives postulating the analytical
centrality of American, German and British eugenics, an alternative
interpretation argues that eugenic movements in Central and Southeast
Europe pursued research programmes and theoretical questions that
arose locally, from indigenous intellectual and social conditions. To be
sure, imitation of other eugenic paradigms did not lack supporters, but
the momentum of eugenic movements was largely dictated by local
realities rather than external developments, however similar their theo-
retical outlook. To give one example: in Poland, the first proposals to
introduce compulsory sterilization of the mentally and physically handi-
capped were discussed as early as 1918, independent of other eugenic
movements in Europe.

However, with the rise of Nazism in the late 1920s, many support-
ers of eugenics in Central and Southeast Europe favoured an orienta-
tion towards German racial hygiene. Eugenic regulations introduced
by the Nazi regime, such as the sterilization laws of 1933, were often
received sympathetically in Central and Southeast Europe. Bulgarian
supporters of eugenic sterilization, for instance, were strongly encour-
aged by the introduction of sterilization laws into Germany in their
own efforts to legalize sterilization in Bulgaria. Nevertheless, for many
Central and Southeast Europeans, Nazi sterilization regulations con-
firmed the efficiency of the German eugenic movement instead of sim-
ply providing a stimulus for the introduction of similar legislation in
their own countries. In Hungary, for example, the debate on eugenic
sterilization occurred in the early 1930s and, as in the case of Roma-
nia, those who opposed it were victorious.29

The acceptance and introduction of eugenic sterilization in Central
and Southeast Europe existed nevertheless. For instance, on 1 April 1937, a
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sterilization law was introduced in Estonia. In Greece and Yugoslavia,
on the other hand, most participants in the debate on sterilization em-
braced the idea of voluntary sterilization, although supporters of com-
pulsory sterilization, such as Konstantinos Moutousis, holder of the
chair of Hygiene at the University of Athens, and Stevan Ivanic, the
director of the Central Institute for Hygiene in Belgrade, received sig-
nificant academic and political support during the 1930s. 

One should not assume, however, that the influence of German
racial hygiene in Central and Southeast Europe was exclusively related
to the fascination with Nazism.30 In many cases, because of its associ-
ation with Nazism, eugenicists in Central and Southeast Europe rejected
German racial hygiene, as illustrated by the Czechoslovak and Polish
cases discussed in this volume. At the same time, there was an estab-
lished tradition of academic reciprocity between Germany and coun-
tries in Central and Southeast Europe that made the German model of
racial hygiene particularly attractive. A majority of Central and South-
east eugenicists were educated in Germany and Austria, and some of
them––like the Hungarian racial hygienists Géza von Hoffmann and
Lajos Méhely; the Romanian eugenicists Iordache Făcăoaru and Petru
Râmneant,u; the Greek anthropologist Ioannis Koumaris; and the Bul-
garian eugenicist Stefan Konsulov––had strong connections with German
racial hygiene. In 1926, for example, the founding programme of the
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Blutgruppenforschung (German Society for
the Research of Blood Groups) mentioned the following Central and
Southeast Europeans as external members: Ioannis Koumaris, profes-
sor of Anthropology at the University of Athens; Frigyes Verzár, direc-
tor of the Physiological Institute in Debrecen; Lajos Méhely, professor
of Zoology at the University of Budapest; two Czechs, Oscar Bail and
Jindrich Matiegka; and one Bulgarian, Vasil Mollov.31

As a new field of research in the emerging Central and Southeast
European states, eugenics required an additional pillar of support in
order to establish itself as a respected as well as an innovative, scien-
tific discipline; and it found this pillar within the medical profession. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that racial scientists and eugenicists in
Central and Southeast Europe were in most cases medical doctors or
benefited from some degree of medical training in their education. In
the name of traditional autochthonous racial values, a new medical
interpretation of the national body was proposed. Eugenicists, for
instance, argued that new medical services should be introduced as
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part of the programme of national rejuvenation, a programme which
should discourage the survival of the “unfit”––including not only the
mentally disabled and other “defective” lineages of human breeding,
but also those of different ethnic origin. To prevent the “degeneration”
of the nation, eugenicists claimed additional rights over the prolifera-
tion of “genetically inferior individuals.” It was suggested that only a
eugenic state could save the nation from internal and external dangers.

How, then, did these internal developments in Central and South-
east Europe compare to the broader eugenic strategies envisioned by
Western European states in interwar Europe? The victorious powers of
the First World War, especially France, favoured the establishment of
welfare states as a means of stabilizing the new post-war political enti-
ties created in Central and Southeast Europe. International agencies,
such as the League of Nations Health Organization and the Rockefeller
Foundation, offered financial support for the consolidation of health
policies and medical systems. The Rockefeller Foundation, for exam-
ple, was instrumental in developing public health administrations in
Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia, which replaced German bacteri-
ological methods with multifaceted forms of public health. In this con-
text, eugenics became an integral part of public health in terms of
strategies aimed at tackling chronic degenerative diseases, mental ill-
ness and sexually transmitted diseases. By and large, the endeavours 
of the Rockefeller Foundation in Central and Southeast Europe were
motivated by American concepts of modernization and democratiza-
tion, thus largely overlooking regional ethnic tensions. It was hoped
that eugenicists in Central and Southeast Europe could create regional
frameworks for collaboration in the sphere of public hygiene and pre-
ventive medicine.32

On the other hand, during the 1920s both Germany and the Soviet
Union developed vigorous eugenic movements, and these states soon
began to collaborate in areas of hygiene, social medicine and racial
studies. The Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of Anthropology, Human Heredity
and Eugenics, and the German-Soviet Racial Laboratory (Forschungs-
stätte für Rassenforschung) in Moscow, were both established in
1927.33 For a while it seemed that ideological differences between the
two centres of power in Central and Southeast Europe were disregard-
ed as trivial in the name of science. The relationship between racial sci-
entists and eugenicists in Central and Southeast Europe was nowhere
near the level of German-Soviet collaboration, although regional sci-
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entific projects were not altogether missing. Rassen im Donauraum
(Races in the Danube Region), the short-lived journal edited in 1935
by the Hungarian doctor and anthropologist János Gáspár (1899–198?)
is an exceptional example of regional collaboration. The scientific
ambitions and the regional dimensions of the journal were reflected in
its subtitle, “Beiträge zur Rassenkunde, Erbbiologie und Eugenik der
Donauvölker” (Contributions to the Racial Studies, Hereditary Biology
and Eugenics of Danubian Nations). The first issue concentrated on
such topics as “Racial Research and Racial Care in Bulgaria;” “Racial
Research in Yugoslavia;” “On the Racial Issue as a Cultural Problem;”
“Contributions to the Racial History and Racial Biology of the Roma-
nians;” and “Racial Research in Hungary,” authored by leading eugeni-
cists and racial anthropologists from Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Romania
and Hungary.34

Although the German model of racial hygiene was one of the main
sources of inspiration, eugenicists in Central and Southeast Europe 
did not neglect alternative scientific models. One was the French pro-
gramme of pro-natalism and puericulture, terms denoting medical
intervention in the case of maternal and infant health. Seen in binary
“racial terms,” the “Latin”––as opposed to the Nordic––model of
“puericulture” and social assistance (practised in France and Fascist
Italy) found supporters in Romania, as illustrated by Gheorghe Banu
(1889–1957), the editor of Revista de igienă socială (Journal of Social
Hygiene).35 The “Latin” model of eugenics differed from racial selec-
tion and sterilization policies, which took their clearest forms in Scan-
dinavia and Nazi Germany but were also encouraged in Switzerland. 

Seen in terms of health and population policies, a conceptual and
ideological divide separates the 1920s, when eugenic movements
flourished in Europe, from the 1930s, when both Stalin, with his termi-
nation of programs for eugenic research and persecution of leading
geneticists, and the papacy, with its encyclical Casti Connubii, “On
Christian Marriage,” took a clear ideological stance against eugenics.
At the opposite end of the political spectrum was Nazi Germany, which
viewed eugenics as the core of its racial and national policy. 

The gradual transformation of eugenics from its initial, “positive,”
preoccupation with social and medical assistance, to the propagation
of “negative” measures such as sterilization and clinical confinement,
also marked the progress of eugenic thinking in Central and Southeast
Europe. During the early 1920s, “racial hygiene” comprised the scien-
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tific model of hygiene and public health. Two illustrative examples 
of this state of affairs are the immunology and blood-group analysis 
of the Polish bacteriologist Ludwik Hirszfeld (1884–1954), first pio-
neered in multiethnic Salonika (Thessalonica) at the end of the First
World War; and the attempts to extend bacteriology to the study of the
inherited constitution by the Viennese social hygienist Julius Tandler
(1869–1936).36 These forms of hygiene greatly influenced the con-
ceptualization of eugenics in Central and Southeast Europe, as illus-
trated by the Romanian and Bulgarian schools of social hygiene, for
example. 

The history of eugenics represents, however, just the first aspect of
a broader research agenda endeavoured in this volume: racial national-
ism constitutes the second. This volume aims not only to excavate hith-
erto unknown eugenic movements in Central and Southeast Europe,
but also to explain their relationship with racism, nationalism and anti-
Semitism. Both externally, in conjunction with similar developments
in Western Europe, and internally, as a direct response to local condi-
tions, eugenicists in Central and Southeast Europe campaigned for the
implementation of a professionally controlled and biologically defined
form of national belonging. Ultimately, the appropriation of eugenics
by the state produced a new type of ideologue: the national scientist
who wished not only to interfere in the life of the individual, but also
to shape the physical body of the nation.

“Blood and Homeland”: The Ethnic State

In 1943, a leading Romanian eugenicist of the interwar period, Petru
Râmneant,u (1902–1981), delivered an inaugural speech to the faculty
of medicine in Sibiu, under the title “Sânge s,i glie” (Blood and Home-
land).37 Undoubtedly, the idea that biological concepts are necessary
ingredients in shaping national identity and political phenomena
received its strongest formulation in the interwar period. Accordingly,
the nation was portrayed as a living organism, functioning in a biologi-
cal fashion. Furthermore, the main characteristics of the national com-
munity were depicted in racial terms. In Central and Southeast Europe,
the peasantry was considered the “racial repository” of the nation. The
apparent contradiction between conservative (preservation of the peas-
antry) and technologically progressive (eugenics) ideas did not deter
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eugenicists like Râmneantt,u from advocating the “ethno-biological uni-
ty of the nation.” This formula, advocated by nationalist eugenicists
and racial anthropologists in Central and Southeast Europe, was often
transformed into the slogan “national revolution” by the political dis-
course of the extreme right.38

The “blood and soil” mythology, in addition to a whole range of
modern techniques aimed at improving the health of the nation, helped
to create a new political biology, whose purpose was to prepare the
“chosen race” (Croats, Romanians, Hungarians, and so forth), at the
expense of others (Serbs, Vlachs, Jews), for the onset of racial utopia:
the ethnic state. The central theme here was not the attempt to define
race in terms of “blood,” as serological research has advocated, but
rather in terms of the supposed racial value of blood groups.39 As the
Hungarian eugenicist and racial nationalist, Lajos Méhely (1862–1953),
noted in his 1934 study “Blut und Rasse” (Blood and Race), the national
ideal should be “the strict protection of racial borders,” according to
the laws of heredity.40 “Blood,” as a symbol of national belonging,
transcended science; it operated vertically, unifying the nation with its
mythical projection into the future. 

The most radical component of this political biology was undoubt-
edly the racial principle, upon which the nation should be restructured.
Racial nationalism, combined with a scientific pretension to objectivity,
aimed at purifying the nation of any “unworthy” or “dangerous” elements.
As the Romanian eugenicist Iuliu Moldovan argued in Statul etnic (The
Ethnic State), the new nationalist discourse should fuse the science of
eugenics with nationalist assumptions about the existence of a “racial
core,” whose protection was deemed vital for the future of the nation.41

One feature revealing the extent of the relationship between racial
nationalism and eugenics is the anthropometric debate about the “racial
origin” of various ethnic groups in the multiethnic regions of Central
and Southeast Europe. As ethnic minorities did not fit into the ideal
picture of homogeneous national states, they were either treated as
diasporas from the “mother nations,” or simply as foreign groups in
the regions they inhabited. Following the First World War, eugenicists
and racial nacionalists debated the ethnic minority question and pro-
posed various measures, including birth control and sterilization, as
well as transfer of populations, as possible solutions. 

Romanian eugenicists, for instance, devoted much of their activities
to the issue of ethnicity. The case of Transylvania is typical of the con-
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flict between these competing narratives on ethnicity. Before 1918,
Romanians used arguments of historical, cultural and linguistic conti-
nuity in order to justify claims on Transylvania. After the creation of
Greater Romania in 1918, Romanian eugenicists in Transylvania refo-
cused their arguments on what seemed a more irrefutable basis: science.
Mathematical formulae, statistics, and lab analyses of blood groups
formed a corpus of evidence that eugenicists hoped would demonstrate
that most Hungarians in Transylvania were of Romanian descent.42

Interest in race and eugenics was, therefore, more widespread in
Central and Southeast Europe than historians have recognized. In the
interwar period, the concept of race became part of the vocabulary of
most political groups, from the left to the right of the political spec-
trum. After all, many intellectuals in Central and Southeast Europe
shared a common concern about the future of their nation and their
ethnic belonging, and this was coupled with the expectation that their
states were obliged to protect the “racial qualities” of the nation. The
infusion of racial nationalism with eugenics between 1900 and 1940 
is identifiable within three clusters of ideas and ideological commit-
ments: a) the professionalization of medicine; b) the emergence of
“scientific” versions of nationalism; and c) the fusion of völkisch bio-
medical ideology with anti-Semitism.

The final category poses additional problems of interpretation. In
many respects, eugenicists and racial anthropologists concerned with
the “Jewish Question” in Central and Southeast Europe reproduced
social and biological schemes already implemented by Nazi Germany.
However, they were also innovative and creative in the theories they
suggested. As anti-Semitism and racial nationalism became inextrica-
bly linked in bio-political and eugenic discourses, the projection of the
alleged “Jewish degeneracy” was understood in political as well as
medical terms. The concept of degeneration became a central term in
interwar racial anti-Semitism, not to mention the political and medical
categorization of the Jews. The new medical and racial order advocated by
anti-Semitic eugenicists was based upon the “purification of the nation,”
namely, the elimination of all Jews categorized as being “alien” and
“degenerate.” 

As new theories of heredity gained influence in explaining the diverse
causes of mental disorders and psycho-pathological phenomena, eugenic
and psychiatric practices shifted from a progressive understanding of
society to a reactionary, and even totalitarian, conception. As a result,
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the notion of kollektive Entartung (collective degeneration) gradually
became accepted in both nationalist and medical rhetoric during the
interwar period. Degeneration supposedly threatened the “Volk,” the
“Race,” and most importantly the “Nation.” One example was the
increasing attractiveness of concepts about “the degeneration of the
Jewish race.” In Romanian anti-Semitic discourse the notion of Jewish
“racial decomposition” was graphically reiterated in numerous books,
like Degenerarea rasei evreies,ti (The Degeneration of the Jewish Race),
published in 1928 by the Romanian pathologist Nicolae Paulescu (1869–
1931).43

The scientific language supplied by eugenics was fused with a pop-
ulist vocabulary and, ultimately, informed anti-Semitism. Medical ter-
minology derived from the disciplines of psychiatry and pathology
allowed for the characterization of ethnic minorities as physically and
mentally distinct from national ethnic majorities. The political atmos-
phere of emerging authoritarian regimes in the late 1930s encouraged
eugenicists to seek to prohibit mixed marriages between members of
minority groups and those of the dominant ethnic groups. They also
attempted to use new methods of medical research in their assessment
of racial affiliation. 44

The biological definition advocated by eugenics and racial national-
ism thus became the norm, rather than the exception, in many countries
in Central and Southeast Europe. Facing a world war, the biological
rhetoric of the 1940s intensified in nationalist tone. Of prime impor-
tance were the survival of “genetic capital” and the maintenance of the
potential of the nation, alongside instruments for eliminating the dys-
genic groups, be they defined socially or ethnically.

Conclusions

Recent scholarship on eugenics and fascist movements has comple-
mented the results of research into the history of eugenics and racial
nationalism.45 Moreover, a number of scholars, most prominently
Roger Griffin and Emilio Gentile, have emphasized the palingenetic
nature of fascist ideology as well as its modern character, and have
convincingly demonstrated the multifarious relationship between
racial nationalism, eugenics, and radical politics during the interwar
period.46 This volume abandons the monolithic interpretative model of
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eugenics and racial nationalism, which, on the one hand, deals almost
obsessively with the “uniqueness” of German racial hygiene and, on the
other, views eugenics and racial movements in Central and Southeast
Europe as insignificant imitations of German and, to some extent,
British models.47

The time has come to reconsider the ways in which the histories of
interwar Central and Southeast Europe are written. As this volume
indicates, a new generation of scholars dealing with fascism, Nazism,
racism and eugenics has emerged and acknowledged that the field of
eugenics and racial nationalism in Central and Southeast Europe must
be repositioned within a wider European perspective, which is itself,
much like the academic profession, in the process of continuous trans-
formation and thus subject to constant challenges from both compara-
tive and national historiographies. 
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Wydawnictwo Adam Marszatek, 2003); and Magdalena Gawin, Rasa i now-
czesnosc. Historia polskiego ruchu eugenicznego, 1880–1952 (Warsaw: Wy-
dawnicwo Neriton, 2003); Heinz Eberhard, Wolfgang Neugebauer, eds., Vorrei-
ter der Vernichtung? Eugenic, Rassenhygiene und Euthanasie in der öster-
reichischen Diskussion vor 1938 (Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 2005); Gerhard
Baader, Veronika Hofer, Thomas Mayer, eds., Eugenic in Österreich: Biopoliti-
scher Methoden und Strukturen vor 1900–1945 (Vienna: Czernin Verlag, forth-
coming).

3 Jean Gayon, Daniel Jacobi, eds., L’éternel retour de l’eugénisme (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 2006) provides an interesting comparison
between past and present eugenic practices and discourses; and Ruth Clifford
Engs, The Eugenics Movement: An Encyclopedia (Westport, CT.: Greenwood
Press, 2005), which focuses mainly on the United States, Britain and France.
See also Peter Weingart, “Science and Political Culture: Eugenics in Compara-
tive Perspective,” Scandinavian Journal of History 24, 2 (1999), 163–177; and
Deborah Barett and Charles Kurzman, “Globalizing Social Movement Theory:
The Case of Eugenics,” Theory and Society 33, 5 (2004), 487–527.

4 Géza Hoffmann, “Eugenics in the Central Empires since 1914,” Social
Hygiene 7, 3 (1921), 285–296.

5 Samuel J. Holmes, A Bibliography of Eugenics (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1924).

6 (Anonymous), “Eugenics in Austria,” The Eugenics Review 5 (1913–1914),
387; and (Anonymous), “Eugenic Research in Bohemia,” The Journal of Here-
dity 7, 4 (1916), 157.

7 (Anonymous), “Eugenics in Poland,” Eugenical News 19 (1934), 9–10.
8 Bohumil Seckla, “Eugenics in Czechoslovakia,” Eugenical News 20

(1935), 101–103.
9 See Paul J. Weindling, “International Eugenics: Swedish Sterilization in

Context,” Scandinavian Journal of History 24, 2 (1999), 179–197.
10 Marie-Thérèse Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, 2

vols. (Brussels: Libraire Falk Fils, 1927 and 1929). The first volume discusses
the eugenic movement in Great Britain, USA and France.

11 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 90–108.
12 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 281–282. See

also Theophil Laanes, “Eugenics in Estonia,” Eugenical News 20 (1935),
103–104.

13 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 291–296.

A Historiographic Overview 17



14 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 298–304.
15 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 418–437.
16 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 433–437.
17 Nisot, La Question Eugénique dans les divers pays, vol. 2, 526–553.
18 Géza Hoffmann, “Ausschüsse für Rassenhygiene in Ungarn,” Archiv für

Rassen- und Gesellschaftsbiologie 10, 6 (1913), 830–831; and Géza Hoffmann,
“Eugenics in Hungary,” The Journal of Heredity 7, 3 (1916), 105.

19 Géza Hoffmann, “Rassenhygiene in Ungarn,” Archiv für Rassen- und
Gesellschaftsbiologie 13, 1 (1918), 55–67. 

20 Ladislav Has̆kovec, “The Eugenic Movement in the Czechoslovak
Republic,” in Charles Davenport, et. al., eds., Scientific Papers of the Second
International Congress of Eugenics (Held at the American Museum of Natural
History, New York, September 22–28, 1921) (Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins
Company, 1923), 435–436. 

21 Vladislav Ru°žička, “Czechoslovakia: Report on Eugenic Work and
Advance in Various Countries Adhering to the Federation,” in Report of the
Ninth Conference of the International Federation of Eugenic Organisations
(Farnham, Dorset, September 11th to 15th 1930) (London: I.F.E.O., 1930),
70–71.

22 Bohumil Seckla, “Eugenics in Czechoslovakia,” The Eugenics Review
28, 2 (1936), 115–117.

23 (Anonymous), “Eugenics in Austria,” The Eugenics Review 26, 4 (1935),
259–261.

24 See, for example, Heinrich Reichel, Die Hauptaufgaben der Rassen-
hygiene in der Gegenwart (Vienna: Veröffentlichungen des deutschösterreichis-
chen Staatsamtes für Volksgesundheit, 1922). 

25 See Gunnar Broberg and Nils Roll-Hansen, eds., Eugenics and the
Welfare State: Sterilization Policy in Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland
(East Lansing, Mich.: Michigan State University Press, 2005). 

26 See Nancy Stepan, ‘The Hour of Eugenics.’ Race, Gender and Nation in
Latin America (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1991); and Frank
Dikötter, Imperfect Conceptions: Medical Knowledge, Birth Defects and
Eugenics in China (London: Hurst, 1998).

27 Daniel Chirot, ed., The Origins of Backwardness in Eastern Europe (Ber-
keley: University of California Press, 1989); and Kenneth Jowitt, ed., Social
Change in Romania, 1860–1940. A Debate on Development in a European
Nation (Berkeley: Institute of International Studies, 1978).

28 Katherine Verdery and Ivo Banac, eds., National Character and National
Ideology in Interwar Eastern Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995).

29 (Anonymous), “Sterilization in Hungary,” Eugenical News 19 (1934), 142.
See also (Anonymous), “Sterilization in Poland,” Eugenical News 20 (1935), 13.

30 As suggested by the contributors to the lavishly illustrated and extremely
interesting catalogue edited by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,
Deadly Medicine. Creating the Master Race (Washington: United States Holo-
caust Memorial Museum, 2004).

31 (Anonymous), “Die Deutsche Gesellschaft für Blutgruppenforschung

18 “Blood and Homeland”



(erläßt folgenden Aufruf),” Archiv für Rassen- und Gesellschaftsbiologie 18, 4
(1926), 446–450.

32 See Gábor Palló, “Make a Peak on the Plain: The Rockefeller Founda-
tion’s Szeged Project,” in William H. Schneider, ed., Rockefeller Philanthropy
and Modern Biomedicine. International Initiatives from World War I to the
Cold War (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2002), 87–105; Paul J. Weindling,
“Public Health and Political Stabilization: Rockefeller Funding in Interwar Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe,” Minerva 31, 3 (1993), 253–267; Benjamin B. Page,
“The Rockefeller Foundation and Central Europe: A Reconsideration,” Minerva
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42 See Bucur, Eugenics and Modernization in Interwar Romania, 145–148.
43 See Marius Turda, “Fantasies of Degeneration: Some Remarks on Racial

Anti-Semitism in Interwar Romania,” Studia Iudaica 3 (2003), 336–348.
44 In 1940, with the adoption of a new constitution, the Minister of Justice,

Ioan V. Gruia (1895–195?) declared: We consider Romanian blood as a funda-
mental element in the founding of the nation.” See Ioan V. Gruia, “Expunere de
motive la decretul lege nr. 2650/1940 privitor la reglementarea situat,iei juridice
a evreilor din România,” Monitorul Official 183 (9 August 1940). Reproduced
in Martiriul evreilor din Romania, 1940–1944. Documente s,i mărturii
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German “Race Psychology” and Its

Implementation in Central Europe: Egon von

Eickstedt and Rudolf Hippius

Egbert Klautke

“Race psychology” claims to explain the characteristics, cultural abili-
ties, and mental traits of nations and peoples by analysing their racial
composition. It postulates that these characteristics or mental traits are
linked to races in a hereditary and naturally determined fashion, thus
existing independently of “external,” social factors. From this perspec-
tive, the physical characteristics of people, in which traditional physi-
cal anthropology was predominantly interested, are perceived as indi-
cators of mental and intellectual qualities. For proponents of “race psy-
chology,” the specific mental quality of a nation constitutes its identi-
ty; at the same time, mental differences constitute the essential differ-
ences between nations. Thus defined, “race psychology” formed the
core of scientific racism which dominated disciplines such as anthro-
pology and psychology in the first half of the twentieth century. Fritz
Lenz (1887–1976), who in 1923 became the first associate professor 
of racial hygiene in Germany at the University of Munich and later 
a departmental director of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Human
Heredity, Anthropology, and Eugenics in Berlin, never described him-
self as a “race psychologist,” and indeed rarely used the term at all. Yet
in the most important German textbook on “Human Heredity” (Men-
schliche Erblehre), Lenz insisted that: “if it was only about physical
racial differences (…) then the whole question of race would be mean-
ingless.”1 In this text, Lenz dedicated a long chapter to the “inheri-
tance of mental traits,” thus demonstrating his belief that the main
principles of “race psychology” were the core of all racial studies. 

Lenz’s position is indicative of the general attitude of academics
towards the field of “race psychology” during the Third Reich. While
its principles formed the basis of almost all academic and political the-
ories of race––including those of the best-known Nazi ideologues––



most scholars and academics were reluctant to establish a new disci-
pline under the banner of “race psychology” at university level. The
institutionalization of “race psychology” made only slow progress dur-
ing the 1930s. There were a number of individual attempts and pio-
neering studies which sought to establish “race psychology” as a disci-
pline, but no “school of race psychology” was founded, and no chair
established at a German university. At the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for
Anthropology in Berlin, one of the centres devoted to racial research
in Nazi Germany, a Department for Hereditary Psychology under Kurt
Gottschaldt (1902–1991) was created in 1935, but the research con-
ducted there was concerned with individual heredity rather than the
psychology of races.2

Instead, from the early 1920s, and increasingly so during the Third
Reich, the formulation of theories of “race psychology” was left to two
popular authors, Hans F. K. Günther (1891–1968) and Ludwig Ferdi-
nand Clauss (1892–1974). Both were active in the “Nordic Movement”
and, judging by the print-run of their books, became the most success-
ful racial theorists in interwar Germany.3 The justification of “race
psychology” that Günther gave in his most comprehensive study of the
racial makeup of the German people bears a strong similarity to Fritz
Lenz’s statement, quoted above: “If the human races differed only in
their physical hereditary traits, then the study of racial appearances
would be of much less interest. The mental hereditary differences of
the human races cause the obvious differences in habit and appear-
ance, in the deeds and works of individual peoples.”4

With the help of the National Socialists, Günther and Clauss were
able to pursue academic careers in the 1930s. Aided by the National
Socialist state government of Thuringia, Günther was made professor at
the University of Jena in 1930, and moved on to a chair at the Univer-
sity of Berlin in 1933. Clauss became a lecturer at the University of Ber-
lin soon afterwards, but lost his job in 1943 because he had employed a
Jewish research assistant (whom he saved from execution). Despite
their academic careers under the Nazi regime, both Günther and Clauss
remained outsiders in relation to the established scientific community.
With backgrounds in the humanities––Günther had been a secondary-
school teacher of German language and literature, and Clauss was a
philosopher by training and onetime research assistant to Edmund Husserl
(1859–1938) at the University of Freiburg––they were usually looked
upon by anthropologists and psychologists with unease and suspicion.5
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Both Günther and Clauss promoted the idea that the European nations
were comprised of six distinct racial groups, each of which displayed
typical physical and mental traits; they popularized typologies of these
European racial groups based on photographs held to be typical repre-
sentatives of these racial groups.6 Although Günther claimed to work on
a sound scientific basis and presented his writings as serious research,
he relied almost entirely on secondary literature and the interpretation
of rather arbitrarily chosen pictures, including paintings and drawings,
alongside photographs. The Nordic race evidently constituted an ideal
for him and served as the yardstick by which all other racial groups
were to be judged: “If one studies the talents of different races by look-
ing at the number of creative (schöpferische) individuals [they pro-
duced], then the Nordic race is exceptionally gifted.”7 In contrast to
other anthropologists, Günther and Clauss made no qualms about call-
ing their studies “race psychology”––or, in Clauss’s case, Rassenseelen-
kunde, the term Seelenkunde being a means of avoiding the un-German
term Psychologie. Their academic influence, however, was ambiguous
and limited. Neither succeeded in establishing a school of race psy-
chology, and despite the enormous success of their books, the scientif-
ic community adopted an ambivalent and awkward attitude towards
their ideas.

Nevertheless, there were a number of “proper” academics who
were convinced that “race psychology” was a desideratum to be devel-
oped further. These scholars attempted to strip race psychology of its
political-populist character and introduce it into the scientific main-
stream. One of these academics was Egon von Eickstedt (1892–1965),
professor and director of the Institute of Anthropology and Ethnology
at the University of Breslau from 1931 until 1945. Eickstedt was the
head of the so-called Breslau school of anthropology that was in com-
petition with the school of Eugen Fischer (1874–1967), based at the
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology in Berlin. Like most Ger-
man anthropologists, Eickstedt had studied medicine, thereafter special-
izing in social anthropology as a student of Felix von Luschan (1854–
1924). In the 1920s, he became an expert on ethnic groups in South
Asia, and a member of the German expedition in South Asia organized
by the Research Institute for Social Anthropology in Leipzig.8 In 1934,
he published a comprehensive Rassenkunde und Rassengeschichte der
Menschheit (Racial Study and Racial History of Humanity) as well as
the study Die rassischen Grundlagen des deutschen Volkstums (Racial
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Foundations of the German People). From 1935, he edited the Zeit-
schrift für Rassenkunde (Journal for Racial Studies). In 1936, he pub-
lished a programmatic research essay on the Grundlagen der Rassen-
psychologie (Foundations of Race Psychology) that was meant to
establish his version of anthropology as the general approach to the
field.9

Eickstedt’s ambition as head of the Breslau school was to define
and establish anthropology as a “holistic” science. This new approach
would provide explanations of the physical as well as the psychologi-
cal characteristics of races by combining and integrating the findings
of the humanities, the social sciences, and the disciplines of medicine
and biology. In this way, Eickstedt believed, it would be possible to
overcome the scientific “positivism” of the nineteenth century, which
had “atomized” the sciences, thereby restricting, rather than advanc-
ing, scholarship. Anthropology, Eickstedt claimed, needed to shake 
off this negative legacy in order to adopt the findings of all disciplines
engaged in the “research of man.” To achieve this aim, Eickstedt called
for more systematic research on the psychological aspects of anthro-
pology: “Within races, the same causality operates as within individu-
als. So quite logically, the physical racial form finds its equivalent in a
mental racial form.”10

Eickstedt defined races as “those zoological and biological living
groups of body forms whose members show similar normal and hered-
itary traits.” In accordance with popular and academic definitions, he
made a clear distinction between “race” and “people” (Volk) as a cul-
tural-traditional community. Peoples were “based on races, and races
represented themselves in peoples,” but the two categories were not to
be confused.11 Similarly, Günther’s starting point for his racial studies
was the differentiation between “race” and “people,” or “nation”; his
main reason for introducing a conception of six European racial groups
was to abolish the idea of a “Germanic,” or a “Slavonic,” race. Accord-
ing to Günther, all European nations were mixtures of the six racial
groups that he had defined; hence the idea of a “Germanic race” was
misleading, because it lumped together the ideas of race and nation.12

Eickstedt’s study on the Grundlagen der Rassenpsychologie was
meant to set the research programme of a “holistic” anthropology and
establish “race psychology” as an integral part of it. He put special
emphasis on the introduction of the so-called “race formula” that
would enable the researcher to define the degree of mixtures of racial
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groups in given populations. After 1939, the race experts of the Race
and Settlement Main Office (RuSHA) of the SS used their own version
of a “race formula” to determine which parts of the population in the
territories occupied by the Germans were to be resettled. The SS’ “race
formula” resembled Eickstedt’s proposal of 1936; whether the RuSHA
was directly influenced or inspired by Eickstedt’s proposals remains
unclear.13 Eickstedt believed that, by introducing the “race formula,”
he had developed sound scientific methods with which to prove com-
mon racial typologies. Hence, despite his criticism of the inadequacy
of the methods employed in Hans F. K. Günther’s studies, Eickstedt
adhered to the racial typologies that Günther had popularized.14

Eickstedt’s ambivalent attitude towards the work of Günther was
representative of German academics in the Third Reich. Most anthro-
pologists and psychologists applauded Günther for his intuitive insights
into the racial composition of European nations and used varieties 
of his typology but criticized his intuitive and hermeneutic approach
(Wesensschau), which, they contended, ought to be replaced by proper
scientific methods. In his empirical work, Eickstedt followed this gen-
eral attitude and applied Günther’s typology, especially his nomencla-
ture: Eickstedt’s work was based on the assumption that a “Nordic race
group” really existed alongside Eastern, Eastern-Baltic, Dinaric, and
Western groups, albeit in mixed forms within a given population.15

Eickstedt’s search for adequate scientific methods within race psy-
chology drew him to the American version of race psychology. He
showed particular interest in a comprehensive study published in 1931
by Thomas Russell Garth (1872–1939), under the title Race psychol-
ogy.16 Garth, a graduate of Yale University who had become professor
of psychology at the University of Denver, had summarized the find-
ings of more than one hundred empirical studies on the psychical dif-
ferences between racial groups in the United States, conducted since
the time of the First World War. Although the evidence of empirical
material that Garth reported on had shaken his confidence in a close
correlation between “race” and intelligence––a lack of confidence
which Eickstedt did not share––the German professor showed a keen
interest in the methods of American test psychologists. American “race
psychology” had, he became convinced, found a means of proving
beyond doubt the psychical differences between racial groups; it fol-
lowed that German psychologists should make use of the American
school of race psychology and adopt its quantitative methods. In his
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own work, however, Eickstedt did not adopt the research methods
developed by American psychologists; instead, he stuck to the tradi-
tional study of physical characteristics found in the anthropological
variety.17

The most important research project conducted by Eickstedt’s
Breslau school in the 1930s was the Rassenuntersuchung Schlesiens
(The Race Study of Silesia).18 This study was a large-scale research
project for the racial screening of the Silesian population. Eickstedt’s
and his co-workers’ aim was to document the racial characteristics of
the entire population of Silesia in order to prove the predominantly
“Nordic” character of the population in this contested region. Crucially,
however, Eickstedt’s research team restricted their sample to “healthy
and normally built male persons aged between 20 and 50 years.” Thus
the study excluded women and the urban population, since these would
include “non-settled elements of the population which would obscure
the racial picture of the local population.” Despite these restrictions,
the Breslau research team managed to diagnose about a tenth of the
Silesian rural population, and by 1940 they had registered 65,000 per-
sons in thirty-seven districts and eight hundred villages. The anthro-
pologists measured their skulls, noses, height, and body stature, and
categorized the color of their hair and eyes. Next, the physical charac-
teristics of each person were correlated, resulting in Eickstedt’s “race
formula” for each tested individual. According to its inventor, the “race
formula” proved a great success because it allowed the quantification
of the data that had been collected: “The approach of the Breslau school
is the racial diagnosis on the basis of the race formula. The essence of
this race formula lies in the summary of an individual racial appear-
ance by means of a short and unambiguous equation (Ausdruck). Instead
of vague guessing, there is now controlled measurement. Its basis is
the registration of single traits, its ultimate goal the exact knowledge
of a living type.”19

“The Race Study of Silesia” received funding from the German
Research Association (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft); this can be
seen as an indicator of the esteem in which the scientific community
held Eickstedt’s research.20 At the same time, the study served a politi-
cal purpose. Eickstedt and his team of researchers were encouraged
and aided by the SS officer Fritz Arlt, the local representative of the
“Reich’s Commissar for the Stabilization of the German Nation” in
Upper Silesia. Arlt had earned his doctorate with a study on race psy-
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chology, and had also co-edited the publications of Eickstedt’s
research on Silesia.21 The reasons for a study on the racial makeup of
Silesia originated in the ethnic-political struggles between Germany
and Poland after the First World War. Eickstedt tried to provide scien-
tific evidence for the notion that the majority of the Silesian population
were of “Nordic stock,” and hence German. In the light of this,
Eickstedt maintained, Polish claims to Silesia were unjustified.
According to Eickstedt, “The Race Study of Silesia” had been success-
ful in proving this point: “In Silesia, we find Nordic people in great
numbers.”22 After the beginning of the Second World War and the
German occupation of Poland, the data collected by Eickstedt’s team
proved to be of yet greater use for German politicians and administra-
tors, insofar as it was used to support the implementation of German
resettlement policies.23 Eickstedt’s research team joined an army of
experts involved in the policies of ethnic cleansing in Central Europe
during the Second World War. 

Another academic race psychologist whose work was even more
closely connected to these policies, and the academic institutions of
the SS that supported them, was the psychologist Rudolf Hippius
(1906–1945). As an ethnic German from Estonia, Hippius was person-
ally affected by German attempts to redraw the ethnic map of Central
and Eastern Europe. After graduating from the University of Dorpat
(Tartu) in 1929, Hippius had worked as a postgraduate student of Felix
Krüger (1874–1948), professor at the prestigious Institute of Psychol-
ogy at the University of Leipzig. In 1934, Hippius received his doctor-
ate from the University of Dorpat for a study in experimental psychol-
ogy.24 He then taught at the University of Dorpat as lecturer in psy-
chology until 1939. During this time, he conducted so-called “charac-
ter and ability studies” on the ethnic German population in Estonia and
Lithuania. These studies, which served as a blueprint for his later
research at the Reich University of Posen, already attracted the atten-
tion of the SS in Germany, and were subsequently sponsored by the
Office for the Support of Ethnic Germans (VoMi, Volksdeutsche Mit-
telstelle).25 In 1939, Hippius responded to the “call back home” from
the German Reich after the occupation of the Baltic States by the Soviet
Union, in accordance with the German-Soviet non-aggression pact of
1939. After a short spell as a psychologist with the German army, in
1940 Hippius became lecturer in psychology at the recently estab-
lished Reich University in Posen (Poznan). In 1942 he moved to
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Prague, where he became professor of social and national psychology
at the German Charles University, as well as deputy director of the
Reinhard Heydrich Foundation.26

On his arrival in Germany, Hippius wasted no time in offering his
services to the Nazi authorities. On 5 December 1939, he sent a letter
to Professor Konrad Meyer (1901–1973), member of the SS and one
of the authors of the Generalplan Ost (General Plan East), in which
Hippius suggested conducting a psychological study to aid “demo-
graphic planning” in the Posen area. The letter included a draft propos-
al for a research project that would scrutinize the “human building
material” in the annexed Polish territory, on the basis of its “ability to
work, social attitudes, character structure, and suitability.” The results
of this study would provide the “raw material” for demographic poli-
cies “according to the principles of the National Socialist living order,”
and would make possible the “best exploitation of the human building
material through adequate usage.”27 Hippius’s draft proposal was for-
warded to the office of Heinrich Himmler (1900–1945)––the “Reich’s
Commissar for the Stabilization of the German Nation” (Reichssicher-
heitshauptamt, RSHA)––where it caught the attention of the historian
and SS Obersturmführer, Hans-Joachim Beyer (1908–1971). “The
Race and Settlement Main Office” of the SS (RuSHA) agreed to fund
Hippius’s project with the sum of 2,500 Reichsmark so that he could
test his methods. Beyer became, in due course, Hippius’s closest col-
laborator and was responsible for his move to the University of Posen
and, in 1942, to the Charles University and the Reinhard Heydrich
Foundation in Prague. Hippius’s proposed study was to provide much-
welcomed expertise for local SS administrators in the Posen area.

Shortly after the occupation of the Western Polish provinces in
September 1939, the German administrators were faced with a major
obstacle to their plans for expelling the Polish population and replac-
ing them with ethnic Germans from as yet unoccupied Eastern Europe.
The administration of the annexed parts of Poland––especially Western
Prussia (Danzig) and Posen (Warthegau)––encountered difficulties in
distinguishing between ethnic Germans and Poles. In a detailed memo-
randum on the policies of ethnic cleansing in the area around Posen,
the local representative of the Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst) of
the SS, Herbert Strickner, described these difficulties: “After the intro-
duction of a German administration (…) a number of difficulties arose,
because no one was at all able to tell the difference between a German
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and a Pole.”28 There was a general lack of reliable census data; more-
over, a number of organizations of ethnic Germans had, according to
Strickner, indiscriminately given out certificates to people who wanted
to claim German citizenship, regardless of their “ethnic” origin and
without much testing. As a result of this, the Security Service, in co-
operation with the office of the Gauleiter in the Posen area, Arthur
Greiser (1897–1946), created a “List of Ethnic Germans” (later to
become the “German People’s List”), which would provide a register
of all ethnic Germans in the Warthegau to whom German citizenship
would be granted.

The first version of this register introduced two categories as means
of identifying ethnic Germans. Category A included those who had
been members of German political organizations or cultural associa-
tions before 1939, and Category B consisted of people who were un-
doubtedly of German stock (that is, those who spoke German and were
Protestants), but had been prohibited by “Polish terror” from showing
their allegiance to the German nation. Applicants for the “German
People’s List” had to fill in a detailed questionnaire and undergo test-
ing by a commission of German administrators and members of the
SD. According to Strickner, this procedure made it possible to identify
the “core group of ethnic Germans” (Kerntruppe des Deutschtums)
which would be granted German citizenship.29 This original version of
the “German People’s List” did not, however, resolve all problems fac-
ing the German administration. Despite Strickner’s insistence that no
German-Polish “Zwischenschicht” (a mixed “ethnic layer in-between”)
existed in the Posen area, the large number of mixed German-Polish
marriages posed a threat to his clear distinction between “Germans”
and “Poles” that underpinned the utopian idea of ethnic cleansing
(völkische Flurbereinigung). Hence, in May 1940, the new Category C
was added to the “German People’s List” in Posen. This introduced the
inclusion of people who were of German origin but “had slithered into
the Polish nation,” especially those from mixed German-Polish fami-
lies. This category included ethnic Germans who, for personal and
material reasons, had renounced their German heritage in the interwar
period. These people, Strickner claimed, had to be considered traitors
to their nation and people (Gesinnungslumpen im volkspolitischen
Sinne). Nevertheless, since they were not yet completely Polonized and
carried “German blood,” they could not be allowed to strengthen the
Polish nation with their Germanic stock, and thus had to be re-Ger-
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manized. Finally, in January 1941, Category D was added to include
“persons of German origin who have disappeared into the Polish nation
but should be reclaimed for the German nation.” This least favorable
category would also include those Polish spouses of ethnic Germans
who had been entered into Category C, to whom German citizenship
would be granted on probation only. In March 1941, the procedure
developed by the local administration in Posen (Poznan) for the “Ger-
man People’s List” provided the blueprint for a general law in the
German Reich; categories A to D were simply renamed I to IV.30

Strickner’s detailed report on the creation of the “German People’s
List” in the Posen area made explicit use of Rudolf Hippius’s studies.
Strickner’s report referred to Hippius’s work––and that of his colleague
Hans-Joachim Beyer––as a “valuable contribution to the whole problem
of Categories III and IV in the ‘German People’s List.’”31 Hippius’s
work was especially helpful for Strickner and his colleagues, who had
to rely on conventional, non-“racial” criteria, like language, religion,
and national allegiance, in drawing up the “German People’s List.”
Strickner was convinced that Hippius’s study demonstrated that these
cultural criteria were determined by racial factors, and consequently
could be used as indicators for ethnicity. Strickner drew here upon a
major empirical study on people of mixed Polish-German background
that Hippius had conducted at the University of Posen (Poznan) in
1942. Shortly after his arrival in Posen (Poznan) in 1940, Hippius had
drafted a memorandum on his proposed research project, which out-
lined the necessity and usefulness of such a study.32 The main political
purpose of the study was to provide greater knowledge of the least
favourable and––in the eyes of the German occupiers––the most prob-
lematic categories, Categories III and IV, of the “German People’s
List.” The studies were carried out with the aid of several teams of
interviewers, who tested a total of 877 people. Of these, 262 persons
belonged to Category III, 310 persons to Category IV, while 305 per-
sons constituted Poles who had not been registered on the “German
People’s List.”33 Among the interviewers was the biologist Konrad
Lorenz (1903–1989), who was later to win the Nobel Prize for his work
in ethology.34 The team concluded that there were “genetic values
(Erbwerte) which are fixed according to peoples, and which undergo
specific and regular changes when peoples interbreed.” By testing and
comparing the emotional behavior of separate groups, Hippius and his
team tried to “shed light on the psychological background to national
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character, namely as a hereditary condition as well as a völkisch senti-
ment.”35 While Hippius accepted that European nations were racially
mixed, he maintained that these mixtures had been “stabilized” and
could therefore be distinguished. Thus a “Polish genetic substance”
was distinguished from a “German” one. It followed that the findings
of the study were quite predictable. Hippius claimed to have proved
that a mixture of the basic “mental,” or psychological, structure of
Germans and Poles would lead to negative results. The German basic
structure (Grundstruktur) was characterized by “persistence, depend-
ence, energetic dynamism, and aggravated dynamism.” The Polish
character, in contrast, showed “openness to the fullness of life, com-
pulsive dynamism, and a poverty of vital roots.”36 The analysis of the
productivity of people of German-Polish background concluded that
“the German aptitude for working ability was largely lost in interbreed-
ing,” and that “substantial damages in an interbred population mean
not only an irksome population difficult to guide, but a considerable
defect also in practical and civil life.”37

Hippius’s approach to “race psychology”––or, as he preferred to
call it, “ethnic (or national) psychology” (Völkerpsychologie)––was 
a cross between traditional and modern racial studies. The methods
applied by Hippius and his team differed considerably from older
forms of anthropology, like those of the “Breslau school” or Eugen
Fischer’s approach. Hippius, trained as a modern experimental psy-
chologist, used association and aptitude tests, not unlike the American
race psychologists in which Eickstedt had shown so much interest. He
ignored the traditional approach of physical anthropology that meas-
ured skulls and categorized hair colors; similarly, he did not explicitly
rely on Günther’s or other popular typologies of European races.
Implicitly, however, insofar as Hippius adopted the categories of the
“German People’s List” derived from such racial typologies, his study
served not only to reaffirm these typologies, but also to establish them
as scientific facts.

Hippius was not greatly concerned with the distinctions between
“race” and “nation,” or “people.” He employed a range of extravagant
neologisms and avoided the established language of racial studies, so
that the racist nature of his approach emerges only upon close inspec-
tion and contextualization. On the one hand, the design and conduct of
the study of Germans and Poles in Posen (Poznan) resembled modern
empirical social-science research; but on the other, Hippius was engaged
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in an already classical topic of scientific racism, Mischlingsforschung––
that is, research on racially mixed people which had provided the
impetus for Eugen Fischer’s career. Hippius thus tried to prove, once
and for all, the validity of the belief that interbreeding and the mixing
of races had undesirable results and was to be avoided. It was not
Hippius’s methods that made his work racist, but rather the basic cate-
gories and assumptions that these methods were to prove, not least the
political purposes of the “Posen study” and its ultimate implementa-
tion. Hippius worked at the heart of the scientific network that the 
SS had established in the occupied territories, and the data that his
research team produced was immediately put to use by the German
administration in occupied Poland in the service of the “Germanization
of the land and the people.” 

Hippius’s study of Germans and Poles in Posen (Poznan) remained
his only major piece of research completed during the war. Plans were
made for the continuation of this form of psychological research in 
the “Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia” in order to complete the
Germanization of the Czech lands. The situation here had, however,
posed yet greater difficulties than encountered in the annexed parts of
Poland. According to Karl Hermann Frank (1898–1946), the “key
idea” of the policy was the “complete Germanization of space and
people” by means of the “racial integration of suitable Czechs,” the
expulsion of “racially indigestible Czechs,” and the expulsion or “spe-
cial treatment” of the Czech intelligentsia and “all other destructive
elements.”38 A precondition for this aim, as Reinhard Heydrich (1904–
1942) reminded his colleague Frank, was the complete racial screening
of the population in Bohemia and Moravia. In October 1940, Adolf
Hitler (1889–1945) issued an order legitimizing Heydrich’s ideas.39

Due to the importance of the Czech military industry to the German
war effort, however, German administrators were cautious not to stir
up protest among the Czech population, and thus proceeded in a much
less open and less brutal way than in the Posen and Danzig areas. The
completion of the “Germanization” of Bohemia and Moravia––the
resettlement of large parts of the Czech population––was postponed
until after the war. Hippius and his team arrived too late in Prague to
conduct another major research project in support of these plans; he
was subsequently killed during the Red Army occupation of Prague in
1945.40

Both Egon von Eickstedt and Rudolf Hippius sought to apply the
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results of their research in the German borderlands of Central Europe:
Eickstedt’s major research project from the mid-1930s, the “Racial
Study of Silesia,” tried to show that, contrary to Polish claims, the
Silesian population was of predominantly “Nordic” stock. The meth-
ods applied in this research project, Eickstedt claimed, had modernized
older forms of physical anthropology and provided a basis by which
the racial makeup of whole populations might be judged. Eickstedt’s
research, nevertheless, was more traditional than he pretended. He was
aware of the shortcomings of popular typologies of race groups like
Günther’s, and wanted to turn them into proper scientific theories, but
he remained wedded to traditional methods of physical anthropology,
such as craniology and phrenology, that assumed that the physical
appearance of people gave clues to their mentality and character. 

The significance of the “Breslau school” lies less in its connection
with Nazi policies during the Second World War than in the fact that
Eickstedt and his team were able to survive the collapse of the Third
Reich and re-establish themselves in the Federal Republic of Germany,
at the newly founded University of Mainz. Here Eickstedt became pro-
fessor of anthropology in 1947 and was able to continue his work in
the Federal Republic of Germany. After the Second World War, he and
his student Ilse Schwidetzky (1907–1997)––who had followed him to
Mainz and would succeed him as professor of anthropology––made
some semantic concessions to the new political circumstances. 

Until the early 1960s, the term “race” was dropped and was
replaced by less suspicious-sounding terminology. Schwidetzky, for
instance, now wrote of Völkerbiologie (national biology) instead of
racial studies; Eickstedt gave the completely revised and enlarged three-
volume edition of his “Racial Study and Racial History of Humanity”
the title Forschung am Menschen (Research on Man). Zeitschrift für
Rassenkunde was renamed Homo and became the official journal of
the German Association of Anthropology. Thus Eickstedt finally achieved
his aim of establishing his “Breslau school” as the leading anthropo-
logical school in the Federal Republic of Germany, albeit only in a
much-overlooked niche of the academic field.41

Compared to Eickstedt, Rudolf Hippius represented a particularly
modern version of racial research in the Third Reich. He specialized 
in the “psychology of peoples” and developed his own method of
“screening” populations and their racial composition. He used inter-
views and associations tests to study the mentality of racial groups.
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Although Hippius avoided the terminology of traditional physical
anthropology and racial theories (in fact he developed an inventive, if
not esoteric, language of his own), and although he did not use the
craniological and phrenological methods that Eickstedt had relied on,
the purpose and the outcomes of his research proved to be no less
racist than Eickstedt’s more traditional approach: they helped to decide
the national-ethnic classification of Poles according to the categories
of the “German People’s List,” and hence were instrumental in the
“resettlement” of large parts of the population in the occupied parts of
Poland.
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From “Prisoner of War Studies” to Proof 

of Paternity:

Racial Anthropologists and the Measuring 

of “Others” in Austria

Margit Berner

From the beginning of the twentieth century, the separation of physical
and cultural anthropology occurred differently in English-speaking and
German-speaking countries. Traditional academic seats of learning in
Germany, and the names of the oldest learned societies, such as the
German Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and Prehistory (Berliner
Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschchte), or the
Viennese Anthropological Society (Anthropologische Gesellschaft in
Wien), reflected distinct branches of anthropology. Accordingly, sepa-
rate faculties were created in acknowledgement of the different strands
within the discipline. In the textbook Lehrbuch für Anthropologie
(Textbook of Anthropology), first published in 1914, Rudolf Martin
(1864–1925) urged German-speaking anthropologists to follow his
methods of classifying observations, morphognosis and the verifying
of hypotheses through measurements. The shortcoming of this
methodology is that it did not allow for a broader biological and evolu-
tionary context.1 In 1908, the racial anthropologist Eugen Fischer
(1874–1967) traveled to the German protectorate of South-West Africa
(Deutsch-Südwestafrika) to investigate the anthropological traits of
“mixed-race” inhabitants, the offspring of “Boers and Hottentots.” He
published the results of his work in 1913 as Die Rehobother Bastards
und das Bastardisierungsproblem beim Menschen (The Bastards of
Rehoboth and the Problem of Miscegenation in Man). This study led
to the assumption that complex racial traits segregate in Mendelian
fashion. The consequences of free combination of genes for the devel-
opment of races were not taken into account. The concept of race
therefore remained static.2

In 1913, the first Chair in Anthropology and Ethnography was estab-
lished at the University of Vienna; Rudolf Pöch (1870–1921) was its
first recipient. Prior to his appointment Pöch had trained as a physician,



later joining an expedition in 1897 to study the plague in Bombay. One
year later, he became renowned for treating cases of plague in Vienna,
which had been caused by imported serum from the same expedition.
In 1900/1901, Pöch studied anthropology in Berlin with the Austrian
anthropologist Felix von Luschan (1854–1924). Between 1904 and
1906, Pöch undertook an anthropological-ethnographical expedition to
Australia and New Guinea in order to study native populations. Fol-
lowing the war in the German colony of South-West Africa (1904–
1907) in which 80 per cent of the Herero people––half of the Nama
population including many Dama and San––were killed, or perished
(after being driven into the desert by colonial German troops), Pöch
joined another expedition to Namibia between 1907 and 1909. Once
there, Pöch’s research focused on the observation of survivors whom
he considered as prime examples of a biologically primitive race of
“Bushmen,” soon to become extinct. He regarded them as belonging to
a lower stage of cultural evolution.3

Pöch further developed these ideas in his doctoral dissertation on
the racial characteristics of Australian aborigines, completed in 1913
under the supervision of the Munich anthropologist Johannes Ranke
(1836–1916). Of the Australian groups, only individuals regarded as
belonging to a “pure race” were of interest, as defined by the colonial
authorities. Pöch believed that it was unlikely that Australian aborig-
ines, for instance, constituted a source of degeneration for the simple
reason that they were not “evolutionarily adapted” for agricultural
labor. Pöch regarded Europeans as superior and ranked them above the
indigenous populations of Australia.4

The First World War played an important role in the development of
physical anthropology as a discipline in Vienna. Austrian and German
anthropologists regarded the soldiers held in prisoner of war camps as
prime “material” for scientific research. The racial study of POWs had
been initiated and financially supported by the Viennese Anthropologi-
cal Society from 1915. Between 1915 and 1918, the anthropometric
studies conducted on several thousand captured soldiers in camps located
in Austria-Hungary and Germany were carried out by a team led by
Pöch and his assistant Josef Weninger (1886–1959). Further support
was provided by the Austrian Academy of Sciences and the Austro-
Hungarian Imperial War Ministry. At the beginning, Pöch also made
phonographic recordings of songs and filmed various ethnographic scenes
including dances. Later, he initiated further phonographic research in
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the camps, undertaken by the Phonographic Commission of the acade-
my of Sciences. This allowed Pöch to concentrate on his racial research.5

Pöch prompted further anthropometric studies between 1914 and
1918. The anthropologist Viktor Lebzelter (1889–1936) measured Serbs,
Roma and Sinti during his stationing in Krakow; the ethnologist Arthur
Haberlandt (1889–1964) undertook a similar study of Albanians in
Montenegro, which was supported by the Austrian Ministry of Educa-
tion and the Austrian Academy of Sciences. Georg Kyrle (1887–1937),
a geologist and pharmacist who participated in Pöch’s 1915 project,
undertook family studies of Wolhynian people in the course of his work
as commander of an epidemic laboratory. Kyrle measured families,
especially naked women and men, while they were being taken for
delousing. Finally, Pöch initiated heritage studies on Wolhynian refugees
in an Austrian camp, carried out by his fellow scholar and future wife
Hella Pöch (née Helene Schürer von Waldheim) (1893– 1976), a study
also supported by the Austrian Academy of Sciences.6

Several thousand data sheets, hundreds of photographs and plaster
casts of heads, as well as hair samples, were collected for further sta-
tistical and racial analysis. Pöch and Weninger compiled initial statisti-
cal evaluations, published comprehensive reports on methodology, and
delivered lectures. Samples of photographs and colored plaster busts
considered characteristic of certain human “types” were selected from
the collected “human materials” on display at the War Exhibition in
Vienna between 1916 and 1917.7

Stressing the singular opportunity given by war, the Austrian “pris-
oner of war project” focused on investigating anthropologically lesser-
known ethnic groups within the Russian Empire, particularly those con-
sidered close to extinction. Later the project was expanded to include
more inhabitants of the Russian Empire, as well as Africans. In com-
parison to previous field surveys the “prisoner of war project” present-
ed Pöch with ideal conditions for scientific research and comparative
racial studies, particularly the dependence of captured soldiers upon
their captors. The situation inside the camps was exacerbated by the
surge of national feeling among the inmates, thereby strengthening the
tendency to portray the prisoners as “racial” as opposed to “political”
enemies. The studying of people in the context of camps and prisons
had already been established by colonial administrations. However, the
prisoner of war camps in the First World War allowed for an immedi-
ate comparison between different ethnic groups able to be studied in

From “Prisoner of War Studies” to Proof of Paternity 43



one place, a special situation unlike any other colonial or civilian con-
text. In his study, Pöch avoided investigations of ethnic groups that
were part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.8

Austrians were not the only anthropologists enthusiastic about the
possibility of studying POWs. At the same time as Pöch started his
project a commission was set up in Germany to collect sound docu-
ments of languages and songs of different nationalities in the camps.
Felix von Luschan, the director of the Museum of Ethnology in Berlin,
introduced physical anthropology as part of the scientific method used
in the study of POWs in German camps. He collaborated with Pöch in
standardizing anthropometric methods, supported Pöch’s studies, and
invited his student, Egon von Eickstedt (1892–1965), and the anthro-
pologist Otto Reche (1879–1966) to join the “prisoner of war project.”
Reche joined the project in 1917 after being injured at the front. 

Reche commenced his research with a study on ethnic groups from
Central Asia, but shifted his attention to Western Europeans after sev-
eral weeks.9 In order to legitimize his own political agenda and sup-
port for German expansionism, Reche portrayed certain European
groups as being racially related to the Germans. For instance, he
reported that Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians had an extraordinari-
ly strong element of “Northern European blood,” and that the Flemish
were “anthropologically German.”10 In contrast, Eickstedt chose a selec-
tion of ethnic groups within nations fighting against Germany as racial
case studies. Following Luschan’s suggestion, Eickstedt started with
“anthropologically interesting” groups like Indians, Turks and Asians,
but several months later changed his focus to Scots, Irish, English,
Ukrainians, Poles and Russians. The racial characteristics of Sikhs
became the topic of his doctoral dissertation. Similarly, Pöch consid-
ered Asian Russians, Austria-Hungary’s eastern war enemies, to be
non-European “others” in terms of race.11

Apart from writing reports and lecturing on racial studies, Pöch nev-
er published the results of his “prisoner of war project.” On his death
in 1921, a part of Pöch’s estate was donated to the Austrian Academy
of Sciences for the twofold purpose of further scientific research into
race and the posthumous publication of his work.12 Some members of
the Viennese scientific community were eager for Eugen Fischer to
succeed Pöch, but he refused. Eventually, Otto Reche assumed the
position in 1924.13 His successor was Pöch’s assistant, Josef Weninger,
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who was appointed professor of anthropology in 1927. Eventually,
Weninger evaluated and published the data collected by Pöch.

By the mid-1920s, race had become the single most important con-
cept in German anthropology. In his studies, Pöch, for example, differ-
entiated between people (Volk) and race, and focused on methodology
and racial classifications, as well as racial mixing between people 
of European and Asian descent.14 A multitude of then recent “ethnic
groups” were formed from a few originally widespread races; the dif-
ferences were thought to derive from the degree of mixture. Pöch
emphasized that the proportion of various psychological qualities, such
as character traits and mental qualities, determined the particular char-
acter of any Volk, which in turn characterized hereditary racial peculi-
arities. Based on Eugen Fischer’s Die Rehobother Bastards, German
and Austrian anthropologists were convinced that race was not the
product of genetic inheritance in general, but that only specific traits
were hereditary. The mixing of races would thus result in hybrids and
bastards, not the emergence of new races. However, many believed it
was still possible that some individuals belonging to particular ethnic
groups could be representatives of former racial “pure types,” follow-
ing Mendel’s theory of backcrossing.15 German and Austrian anthro-
pologists therefore attempted to identify individuals or groups that cor-
responded to “pure racial types.” 

One of the first publications written on this subject was Josef We-
ninger’s postdoctoral work (Habilitation), Eine morphologisch-anthro-
pologische Studie. Durchgeführt an 100 westafrikanischen Negern, als
Beitrag zur Anthropologie von Afrika (A Morphological-Anthropologi-
cal Study. Carried out on 100 West African Negroes, as a Contribution
to African Anthropology), published in 1927.16 This study was based
on measurements taken from Africans in Wünsdorf, a prisoner of war
camp near Berlin, in 1917, and from Turnu Măgurele in Romania in
1918. Weninger regarded his work as an attempt to develop a new mor-
phological method, one possibly leading to more detailed racial differ-
entiation. For instance, he grouped morphological traits into series,
thereafter constructing racial typologies. An example of his qualitative
approach, based on photographic evidence, was the classification of
nose types: the primitive button-nose (Knopfnase) of “pygmies and
Bushmen” was located at the bottom end of his typology, while the
“highly specialized European” nasal form was listed at the top end.
The nasal form, again, was not inherited as a whole, but as the sum of
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various traits. Each trait would follow Mendelian laws, and the observed
traits were interpreted as belonging to pure or mixed races.17 The
Austrian anthropologist Viktor Lebzelter developed another form of
race typology based on his “prisoner of war studies,” consisting of a
combination of morphological and statistical data.18

Others, too, were concerned about the “problem of the Eastern race”
(Problem der Ostrasse), a theme engaging Pöch during his study of
Baltic POWs. Joseph Deniker (1852–1918) had first defined the “East-
ern race” in 1900, as a blond, grey-eyed, and short-headed race.19 Later
contributions––like those by Hella Pöch (1893–1976) on Wolhynians,
and Michael Hesch (1896–1971) on Latvians, Lithuanians and Belaru-
sians––added many traits to be held typical of the “Eastern race.” Pöch
and Hesch distinguished two types within this race: a light and a dark
variant, both of which were considered to be Asian in origin. In her
work, Hella Pöch classified the population as a “Mendelian F2” mixed
generation, and attempted to identify inheritance of racial characteris-
tics and racial mixture in the theoretical and actual distributions of
traits.20 Others came to the conclusion that the Bashkirian and Turkish
inhabitants of the Russian Empire did not represent a unitary racial
type and were thus characterized as representative of a disharmonic
racial mixture of European and Asian types.21 Among anthropologists
at the time, it was quite common to assign to people of mixed origins
negative aesthetical criteria like disharmonic and ugly.22

In their work on prisoners of war, the anthropologists discussed
here presented case studies in relation to varying taxonomies, such as
ethnographic, historic and prehistoric factors. In particular they stressed
that further studies on the principle of heredity, and the passing on of
racial traits among and between races, were necessary. Yet biographi-
cal and demographical data, as well as data concerning general health,
was not analyzed from a eugenic perspective. Such questions were only
addressed in the publications appearing after 1938. Prior to this date,
all publications simply described human types. They did not explicitly
stress the superiority of the Nordic race; however, from today’s per-
spective, the personal prejudices and racist thinking of the authors can
be clearly discerned. These authors essentially assumed that racial
variety implied racial inequality.23

Egon von Eickstedt developed a similar method of analysis in his
study on prisoners of Sikh origin.24 The Nazis extensively employed
his formulae on race, and the application of this method of classifica-
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tion continued after the Second World War. As the German anthropolo-
gist Holger Preuschoft argued: “Germans were for some time disabled
intellectually by pure race-systematic in the sense of von Eickstedt,
which became quite sterile in the course of time.”25 Working on meth-
ods applied in the “prisoner of war studies” Viennese anthropologists
developed an extensive data sheet for the purpose of detailed morpho-
logical studies, best known for an in-depth analysis of facial “racial”
traits.26

The Austrian “prisoner of war studies” also informed the work of
Hans F. K. Günther (1891–1968), particularly Rassenkunde des deut-
schen Volkes (Racial Science of the German People) and his teaching
materials.27 Günther had initially studied linguistics and German philol-
ogy, but he gained his anthropological knowledge during study trips 
to Vienna and Dresden. In the preface of Rassenkunde des deutschen
Volkes Günther thanked the Institute of Anthropology and the Museum
of Natural History in Vienna for their support, and for photographs
taken during the “prisoner of war project, which were reproduced in
this book.” In a discussion of certain traits of the eye due to Asian-
European mixture in the ethnic groups of Eastern Europe, Günther
referred directly to one of Pöch’s schemes.28

Günther distinguished four “indigenous” races as European: Nordic
(nordisch), Alpine (ostisch), Mediterranean (westisch), and Dinaric
(dinarisch), to which he added two more races in later works: East
Baltic (ostbaltisch), and a new racial category––Sudetic or Phalian
(sudetische/fälische)––previously described by Otto Reche.29 The
Austrian school teacher Gustav Kraitschek had published a similar
book, under the title Rassenkunde mit besonderer Berücksichtigung
des deutschen Volkes, vor allem der Ostalpenländer (Racial Science
with Particular Consideration of the German People, mainly the East
Alpine countries).30 In this monograph he attempted to demonstrate
that Austrians were of Nordic/Germanic descent, and that, countering
Günther’s argument, the Alpine race was not inferior to the Nordic race.31

Many anthropologists rejected Günther’s arguments, among them
Viktor Lebzelter, who, for instance, criticized Günther’s psychological
description of races. However, the scientific community as a whole
welcomed the popularization of “racial science” through Günther’s
work, making it readily available to the general public.32

The conclusions of the “prisoner of war project,” and the newly
created standardized research methods, encouraged scientists to under-
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take heritage studies on families and twins, as well as extensive research
on Austria’s population.33 Hella Pöch’s studies on Wolhynian refugees
between 1925 and 1926 were the first in a series of such studies, where
metrical and morphological traits, as wells as palmar lines, were stud-
ied within families. Soon thereafter, questions of nutrition, health and
lifestyle were considered as matters related to racial hygiene.34 During
the 1920s, Otto Reche devised a certificate that confirmed proof of
paternity for Viennese courts. This was later extended to a genetic cer-
tificate encompassing race and family origin under the Nazis.35

In conclusion, the interwar period witnessed a methodological shift
from theory-based to applied anthropology, resulting in close co-oper-
ation between medical institutions, judicial courts and law enforcement
agencies.36 This offered new academic positions and income possibili-
ties for racial anthropologists at a time when financial support and
institutional funding were difficult to obtain. For instance, Eberhard
Geyer (1899–1942), head research assistant at the Institute of Anthro-
pology in Vienna, planned to create an institute separate from the uni-
versity for the specific purposes of verifying paternity.37 At the same
time, racial scientists became increasingly engaged in the eugenic move-
ment, as evidenced by the fact that the Viennese Society of Racial Hy-
giene held their meetings at the Institute of Anthropology.38

Robert Proctor considered the 1920s as the beginning of the end of
physical anthropology, at least as a discipline practiced in the tradition
of Rudolf Martin. Proctor argued that the focus of research had shifted
to explain how physical and cultural qualities might be combined to fit
the rubric of human genetics. Anthropologists also gained an interest
in how social, and not just psychological, problems might be solved by
“racial hygiene.”39

During the Second World War anthropologists working at the Natural
History Museum in Vienna applied a method almost identical to that of
their predecessors in investigating around 7,000 people, among them
Jews and other prisoners of war.40 Most of those measured were not
volunteers, despite Rudolf Pöch’s insistence otherwise. In truth, some of
the prisoners sought to avoid or undermine the studies through resist-
ance. In order to surmount these obstacles, Pöch asked a camp com-
mander for assistance. The commander allowed a molding of his own
head to be taken, responding to Pöch’s remark about the “persistent
shyness of the people towards this procedure.”41 Egon von Eickstedt
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also complained about the unwillingness of some prisoners to partici-
pate in the investigation. 

Racial studies conducted on prisoners of war may be regarded as
the main project of the newly founded Institute of Anthropology in
Vienna. The anthropologists associated with the project pioneered a
new method in the collection of human data: matter-of-fact presenta-
tion of gathered material (photographs, plaster casts, statistics and 
so on) to the scientific community, and to the general public, further
affirmed a racist attitude of biological determinism.

These racial studies on prisoners of war demonstrate that physical
anthropology as a distinct scientific discipline was not based on episte-
mological claims, and that results obtained during the research were
not just objective facts. They serve as an example of how cultural and
political contexts could shape scientific research. For the interwar peri-
od in particular, these studies show how a combination of ideology,
personal career planning, and the special situation of the war, all influ-
enced the Viennese physical anthropologists in their scientific motiva-
tions and undertakings. The testimony of this research, the photographs
and data sheets, plaster masks and data sheets are still kept at the
University of Vienna and the Natural History Museum in Vienna. It is
time to ask entirely different questions about ethics in anthropology––
such as, for instance, how to handle previously collected “human
material”––by taking into account the transgressed dignity of the often
involuntarily measured individuals.42
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Volksdeutsche and Racial Anthropology in

Interwar Vienna:

The “Marienfeld Project”

Maria Teschler-Nicola

In the second half of the nineteenth century, racial anthropology was
shaped by positivist and materialist thinking, initially aiming at a
quantitative assessment of physical traits and comparative anatomical
“studies of race” in order to identify “ideal racial types.” But in con-
trast to the descent-based anthropological orientation, this branch of
physical anthropology soon arrived at a deadlock. In Geschichte der
Anthropologie (History of Anthropology), Wolfgang Mühlmann des-
cribed this phenomenon as an “accumulation of a large number of
facts whose interpretative value to biology has remained question-
able.”1 One of the most prominent exponents of this previously static
approach was Augustin Weisbach (1837–1914), a Viennese anatomist
whose scientific “work and life program” aimed to identify, the “racial
differences” among the populations of the Habsburg Empire.2

Rudolf Pöch (1870–1921), recipient of the first Chair of Anthro-
pology at the University of Vienna, conceded that Weisbach had “dealt
with an enormous volume of material” and stressed his achievements
in the field of anthropology in Austria.3 Pöch also raised subtle criti-
cism of Weisbach’s work which, in his opinion, failed to make use of
the available “resources and methods of modern anthropology” (im-
plying not only technique, but also the genetic-biological approach).
The rediscovery of Mendel’s laws of inheritance at the beginning of
the twentieth century ushered in a paradigm shift in anthropology,
which placed in question prior comparative anatomical studies of race.
Pöch belonged to the generation of physical anthropologists that re-
opened the discussion of racial anthropology. This new approach
evolved against the background of complex developments in society,
politics, and the humanities in Europe towards the end of the nine-
teenth century, shaped by nationalist movements and debates on the



nation-state, national character, and “racial theories.” In Central Europe
the debate about race was to a large extent initiated by Houston Stewart
Chamberlain (1855–1927), a Vienna-based advocate of “racial purity”
who, as the Nazi racial theorist Hans F. G. Günther (1891–1968) later
attested, “introduced racial thought to broad sections of the public for
the first time.”4

The First “Racial” Anthropological Project in Vienna

At the turn of the twentieth century, “modern biology” increasingly
focused on the theory of inheritance,5 while anthropology emphasized
the “research of cause” rather than “research of facts.”6 Leading theo-
reticians of the discipline, including Eugen Fischer (1874–1967) and
Erwin Baur (1875–1933), defined anthropology as the science of
genetic differences in man.7 The concept of race became inheritance-
orientated and it was assumed that “physical and psychological racial
traits” were due to genetic factors, while “racial formation,” “racial
reshaping,” “bastardization,” and the identification of the different
components comprising the mix of “hypothetically pure races” became
major research topics.8

The physician, anthropologist and ethnographer Rudolf Pöch was an
early supporter of the genetic approach. The anthropologist Josef We-
ninger (1886–1959), one of Pöch’s students and associates, supported
Pöch’s biological approach at a time when anthropology provided little
information about genetics. According to Weninger, Pöch delivered a
“rather portentous lecture” on the biology of the human race in 1912,
which focused on questions of racial hygiene.9 In this respect, and in
the light of recently discovered documentary evidence, a new investi-
gation is required to explore whether Pöch, a founding member of the
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Rassenhygiene (German Society for Racial
Hygiene), paved the way for the development of racial hygiene in
Austria. Evidence suggests, inter alia, that Pöch was part of a national
and international network of anthropologists, anatomists, ethnologists
and politicians that included Felix von Luschan (1854–1924); Rudolf
Martin (1864–1925); Viktor Adler (1852–1918); Julius Tandler (1869–
1936); Emil Zuckerkandl (1849–1910); Carl Toldt (1840–1920); and in
particular Richard Thurnwald (1869–1954), the co-editor, with Alfred
Ploetz (1860–1940), of the Archiv für Rassen und Gesellschaftsbiolo-
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gie (Journal for Racial and Social Biology).10 Pöch’s circle of friends
included Richard Fröhlich (1864–1926) and Rudolf Wlassak (1865–
1930), as well as notable exponents of the “anti-alcohol” movement. 

Following the publication of Eugen Fischer’s Die Rehobother Bas-
tards und das Bastardierungsproblem beim Menschen (The Rehoboth
Bastards and the Problem of Bastardization in Mankind) in 1913, the
German anthropological community focused on questions of “racial
biology” with a view towards creating a genetically orientated “racial
science.” Viennese anthropologists subsequently extracted enormous
sets of metric and morphological data obtained from non-European
ethnicities during expeditions and military missions, and from prison-
ers detained in Austro-Hungarian and German camps during the First
World War.11 Racial investigators—Pöch in particular—were well
aware of the time, effort, and cost involved in organizing such an
inquiry and thus welcomed this “unique, never recurring opportunity,”
providing food for thought for, and ensuring the careers of, generations
of Viennese anthropologists.12

According to Weninger’s retrospective interpretation, Pöch “pro-
gressed as scheduled on all main roads, in particular as far as his bio-
logical attitude was concerned.”13 The first “family projects,” consist-
ing of two parts, originated during the war: while stationed as a com-
mander of an epidemiological laboratory in Western Wolhynia in 1916,
Georg Kyrle (1887–1937), pharmacist, speleologist, and Rudolf Pöch’s
research assistant during the First World War, collected various bits of
anthropological data.14 Arguing that “it was possible to observe the
people completely undressed,” Kyrle sought to justify the reliability of
his data. Similarly, Helene Schürer (1893–1976) conducted her family
research project according to the precepts of “racial and genetic biology”
by studying Ukrainian Wolhynians detained in a camp at Niederalm,
Grödig (near Salzburg) from 1917 to 1918.15 In principle, the aim was
to collect metric and morphological data on women. On the one hand,
Schürer focused on the racial character of her cases in order to identify
the “most important racial types” of Ukrainian Wolhynians (“people 
of non-Ukrainian ethnicity,” such as “Germans, Poles, Russians and
Jews” were excluded from the study).16 On the other hand, her genetic
approach centered on subdividing morphological features into the
smallest constituents that could be ascribed to individual inherited ele-
ments; she classified her concepts as “race admixture” and “bastardiza-
tion.” According to Schürer, “This way of inspecting different types,
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which is difficult in the beginning and often successful only if we
allowed for a certain interval from one anthropological survey to the
next, eventually enabled us to identify the common constituents that
belong together, and to attempt racial typing.”17 But apart from these
“attempts at racial typing,” Schürer also discovered the “scientific
potential” of this research. The family thus became “ideal” for studies
in racial hygiene.18

During the interwar period, racial research conducted at Pöch’s
Institute of Anthropology essentially focused on two areas: racial anthro-
pology, which had undergone a major transformation at the beginning
of the twentieth century to become racial biology; and genetic research,
which aimed to identify hereditary patterns as well as the “regular
anthropological relationships existing between blood relatives.”19 The
“twin method” mainly addressed general issues relating to inheritance.
It was by adding the biological dimension that family research (for
some time equivalent to “genealogy,” and representing a narrow branch
of historical research) became the “science of immediate importance
for life” which, according to anthropologist Egon Freiherr von Eickstedt
(1892–1965), “could also be subjected to the goals of racial hygiene.”20

Otto Reche (1879–1966), holder of the Chair of Anthropology at
the University of Vienna, was the first to prepare genetic assessments
during paternity trials in the mid-1920s.21 His successor, Josef Wenin-
ger, argued that the theoretical basis of these assessments, based on a
comparative study of similar morphological traits, was too narrow.
Accordingly, he adopted a critical stance towards this “unscholarly”
procedure. Weninger’s attitude changed later after a ruling of the Aust-
rian Supreme Court that the lack of a biological examination in a pater-
nity case constituted a procedural deficiency. In the early 1930s, after
founding Erbbiologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft (The Working Group on
Genetic Biology) and launching the “Marienfeld project,” he eventual-
ly established the organizational basis for improving the reliability of
paternity diagnosis.

The Working Group on Genetic Biology

Realizing that the practical scope of a family-based approach to hered-
itary research and paternity assessment would exceed the physical
capacity of any individual, efforts were made to create an appropriate
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organizational structure for the new discipline. In 1932, these efforts
culminated in the foundation of the Working Group on Genetic Biology
under Josef Weninger at the Anthropological Institute of Vienna Uni-
versity, whose purpose was to investigate the frequency distribution
and hereditary pattern of morphological traits through the anthropolog-
ical examination of families.22

The Working Group on Genetic Biology consisted of an inner circle
of associates including the anthropologist Eberhard Geyer (1899–1943)
(an assistant at the Anthropological Institute from 1927); Robert Routil
(1893–1955) (a biometrician and assistant at the Anthropological Insti-
tute from 1931); other non-civil-servant anthropologists, as well as
members of the medical and legal professions specializing in anthropol-
ogy, including Dora Maria Könner (1905–1970); Margarete Weninger
(1896–1987); Karl Tuppa (1899–1981); Karl Thums (1904–1976);
Wolfgang Müller; Albert Harrasser; and Friedrich Stumpfl (1902–1997).23

The method adopted was “metric measurement” involving docu-
mentation of the morphological features of the head, face, and body
through the collection of drawings and photographs (as a basis for
“classification”). Weninger referred to this method as the “Viennese
School of Anthropology.”24 His associates were responsible for col-
lecting and publishing material in their specific fields, conducting rele-
vant research, and disseminating their findings to other members of 
the group. Due to this well-structured division of tasks, by 1932 the
Working Group on Genetic Biology had amassed more than 100 expert
opinions in Viennese legal paternity disputes.25 Weninger’s research
assistant until the end of 1934, Albert Harrasser, observed an increase
in forensic work and research activities at the Anthropological Insti-
tute.26 The general consensus was that anthropology could, from that
point forth, serve the larger interests of society.27 Moreover, these new
applications started to have an impact on the number and orientation of
scientific projects and publications hosted by the Vienna Institute of
Anthropology. 

Selected Aspects of German Anthropology

During the 1920s and 1930s, there was an increase in the circulation of
popular writings on the subject of race, particularly through the work
of Hans F. G. Günther,28 which aimed at raising the awareness of
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“racial science” and “racial theory.”29 However, Eugen Fischer, the
most renowned anthropologist of the time, insisted that “the German
people” (Deutsche Volk) remained an under-researched topic.30

Questioning all previous efforts by anthropologists, Fischer was espe-
cially critical of the attempt by Gustav Schwalbe (1844–1916) to
establish a commission for anthropological investigations in Germany,
Austria, and Switzerland.31 In the wake of political developments in
the late 1920s, Fischer considered a comprehensive survey of German
anthropology “an urgent matter not to be postponed,” especially the
study of “facial structures and nose shapes,” which he considered the
most important of all “racial traits.” 

For the first time, the focus of racial research turned to regional pop-
ulations. This was accompanied by the use of new historical sources,
including parish registers and local village records, in order to survey 
a population within its genealogical sources. According to Fischer, the
exercise was “truly anthropological.”32 Other anthropologists, includ-
ing Karl Saller, Friedrich Keiter and Walter Scheidt, adopted this new
anthropological method. Their findings were published in several vol-
umes of Eugen Fischer’s Deutsche Rassenkunde (German Racial Stud-
ies).33 Scholarly reviews of Deutsche Rassenkunde highlighted the fact
that Viennese anthropologists knew these approaches.34 It was obvious
that this form of racial anthropology, which included family surveying
from a biological point of view, gradually acquired eugenic undertones.
Fischer attached “enormous importance” to obtaining concrete materi-
al “concerning the question of numbers and distribution of several sig-
nificant pathological genetic lineages among our people.”35

According to the fashionable conception of Volksdeutsche (German
people), German scientists believed that it was possible to ascertain
whether descendants of German immigrants had evolved biologically
or psychologically, in the absence of crossbreeding, admixture, poten-
tial inbreeding, or environmental impact. Consequently, it would be
possible to identify the “final product” of ethnic mixing. Here the aim
was to examine “Germans abroad in those places” where they had set-
tled “massively” and remained “relatively pure.”36 Fischer’s hopes for
the adoption of similar attitudes by Austrian anthropologists were to be
fulfilled with the “Marienfeld project.”
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The Anthropological Project in Marienfeld

The anthropological project carried out during the winter of 1933–34
in the village of Marienfeld (Teremia-Mare) in the Banat region of
Romania endeavored to shed light on racial anthropology, genetic biol-
ogy, and ontogenetics. The racial side of the project centered on study-
ing the “population of Marienfeld, a German linguistic enclave in Ro-
mania,” including the history and anthropology of the local population,
in addition to the “possibilities and prospects for the development of a
German ethnic group abroad.”37 The second aspect of the “Marienfeld
project” aimed at surveying families from an anthropological perspec-
tive; namely, the “examination and description of the genetic stock
based on new typological methods,” according to the principles of the
Viennese School of Anthropology.38 Weninger emphasized that this
approach was relevant not only for proof of descent, but also for the
purposes of racial analysis. Finally, the ontogenetic aspect of the proj-
ect dealt with the question of age modification, a problem hitherto
barely investigated.

Simply put, the “Marienfeld project” combined three distinct areas
of research under the umbrella of one scientific approach. The project
followed the main thrust of biological research at the time, and was
viewed by Weninger as a “genetic-biological” project aimed at address-
ing the prevailing shortcomings of genetic theory. The project also pro-
vided a genetic-biological basis for addressing “racial issues,” which
involved viewing the village of Marienfeld—in line with their ideolog-
ical beliefs and Weltanschauung—as a nationality study of a German
minority living in the Banat region of Romania. In Eberhard Geyer’s
view, problems arising from nationality research could only be addressed
in racial-biological and anthropological terms. Geyer believed that the
time had come for nationality research to “become a conservator and
guardian of national values,” and that Hans F. G. Günther’s popular 1922
Rassenkunde des deutschen Volkes (Racial Study of the German People)
outlined the transformation of physical into racial anthropology.39

At the time, it was assumed that most European ethnicities were
characterized by a number of identical racial traits, and that both the
racial makeup and the extent and type of ethnic admixture were völ-
kisch in nature. As racial science had developed towards an even more
sophisticated classification of ethnicity, anthropological measures were
introduced to categorize small groups. This was an initial step towards
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the classification of regional Gaue (districts) and family typologies
beyond racial boundaries, which was practiced, in particular, in the
course of anthropological examinations of national minorities.40 The
linking of empirical data with research on the nationality question
implied the following: in the context of “nationality research,” anthro-
pology was required to define the basic racial ingredients alleged to
have shaped the so-called völkisch character of an ethnicity (in Marien-
feld these examinations were undertaken by Friedrich Stumpfl).41

Further issues were the “racial gap” between Gast- und Wirtsvolk
(Guest and Host Peoples) and whether, and to what extent, “seclusion
from the outside world” accounted for the biological preservation of a
minority group. For Geyer, deeply influenced by Nazi ideology, the
preservation of the so-called “racial divide” seemed to have been par-
ticularly important. He envisaged the “danger” of further admixture
for many European minorities, including the Swabs in the Banat,
because the two ethnic groups in question were racially similar, which
implied the onset of “cultural assimilation.”

Geyer considered the Swabs in the Banat to be “one of the best-
founded pillars of Germanness abroad in Southeast Europe, biologically
speaking.”42 Moreover, due to the occurrence of intermarriage between
close relatives on the one hand, and religious and linguistic barriers to
neighboring communities on the other, the inhabitants of Marienfeld
were characterized as a “narrowly defined biological community.”43

Such conditions provided the ideal testing ground for the research proj-
ect outlined above.44

The “Technique” of the Viennese School of Anthropology

The “Marienfeld project” consisted of an anthropological examination
of 1,081 people from 251 families. The novel aspects of this “method,”
according to Geyer, were “its coverage of individuals of all ages includ-
ing very young children,” as well as specialized recording techniques.
Eight workstations operated simultaneously, all focusing on different
tasks: the first station compiled personal and genealogical data; the
second took stereo-photographic and schematic images of the ear; the
third made photographic and schematic images of the hand and the
foot; the fourth assembled three-part photographic images of the head
and the ocular region; the fifth measured the head and body as well as
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taking hair samples; the sixth took fingerprints; the seventh made draw-
ings of the iris and recorded eye color; and, finally, the eighth made
drawings of the nose.45 (See figs. 1–6.)

Geyer recorded an average “daily output” of forty persons, or 280
to 300 photographic views (and approximately the same number of
schematic views), as well as forty data sheets and fingerprints.46 The
traditional method employed for this allegedly “highly effective”
examination, which ensured fast collection of data, dates back to the
examinations of prisoners during the First World War and was applied
in a similar manner during anthropological examinations in prisoner of
war camps during the Second World War.47

Another relatively innovative methodological approach was to
extend these methods to the entire spectrum of morphological traits,
one of Weninger’s “hobbies” developed in Vienna. According to him,
the conclusions drawn by the Viennese anthropological community
were “far too broad and came from ill-observed material”—a conse-
quence of employing metric data.48 In line with genetic research of the
time, whereby hereditary patterns are transmitted in the form of indi-
vidual rather than combined traits, Weninger developed discrete schemes
for observing morphological features of the head and face, characteris-
tics subsequently compared to existing metric findings. This meant that
separate assessments were made of minute details; for instance, of the
soft tissue around the eye, including the eyelid crease; the upper lid
region; the lid wrinkles; the color and structure of the iris; the outer
nose; the mouth and chin regions; the exterior ear; both hands and feet;
as well as hair and skin ridge patterns. For Weninger, this procedure
provided not only the basis for human Erbnormalbiologie (Hereditary
Biology of Normal Development); it was also able to provide scientific
proof of paternity. Thus, “far from serving science alone, our work also
pursues a practical purpose for the collective good of the people.”49

Even so family surveys were based on voluntary participation, and
researchers were not allowed to conduct embarrassing full-body exam-
inations. Yet Weninger deplored the fact that Viennese surveyors were
prevented full-body examinations: “Bodily examinations under an
extended program could probably only be conducted on primitives liv-
ing without clothes; in this country, on a large scale, it would only be
feasible for athletes or in the course of clinical (constitution) studies.
Observing the head and face is arduous, but generally encounters much
less resistance.”50
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Fig. 1. Volksdeutsche – The “Marienfeld project” of the Anthropologisches Institut, Universität
Wien, winter 1933–34, working area (Photo album Marienfeld, Department of
Anthropology, University of Vienna)

Fig. 2. Volksdeutsche – The “Marienfeld project,” working station II, Eberhard Geyer takes 
photographic views of the ear (Photo album Marienfeld, Department of Anthropology,
University of Vienna).
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Fig. 3. Volksdeutsche – The “Marienfeld project,” working station VII, an assistant takes drawings
of the structure of the iris and eye colour (Photo album Marienfeld, Department of
Anthropology, University of Vienna).

Fig. 4. Volksdeutsche – The “Marienfeld project,” working station VIII, Josef Weninger takes 
drawings of the nasal features (Photo album Marienfeld, Department of Anthropology,
University of Vienna). 
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Fig. 5. Volksdeutsche – The “Marienfeld project,” four examples of drawings of the iris
structure (Marienfeld archive material, Department of Anthropology, University 
of Vienna).
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Fig. 6.  Volksdeutsche - The “Marienfeld project,” four examples of the photographic views
(facial form and features) of family members (Marienfeld archive material,
Department of Anthropology, University of Vienna). 



Weninger stressed the novel character of his morphological approach,
a formal analysis of particular characteristics, which provided the “basic
instrument of anthropological research” in Austria for many years.51

Anthropologists associated with the Viennese School of Anthropology
also applied this method to the study of the “racial components […]
extracted from large series of various foreign people.” At a later stage,
researchers hoped that this method could also be applied to “our own
volk, though not only to randomly sampled individuals, but also to nar-
rower or extended family groups as well. In particular, this method
allowed us to approach the domain of family anthropology, the source
of human genetics.”52

Theoretical Concepts in “Hereditary Biology”

The formulation of genetic-biological questions also inspired new
thinking about the scientific study of genetic variation. Since the char-
acteristics of the Systemrassen (The System of Races) were considered
genetic, it was first necessary to ask whether this approach was scien-
tifically appropriate: this was done through the “twin method,” and
“research of family and bastards.”53

Research undertaken on twins revealed that if a genetic trait is inher-
ited, then the question of how this occurred had to be addressed by ana-
lyzing families or family genealogies. Like many other anthropologists
of the time, Weninger considered hereditary patterns in humans to fol-
low the same Mendelian laws were the basis of the science of genetics.
However, the enormous amount of resources and expense involved were
beset by serious methodological problems. Measurements of children, for
instance, had to be modified to allow comparison with adult data,
while the idea of “sameness,” “similarity” and “dissimilarity” had to be
expressed numerically. For this purpose, both identical and fraternal
twins were measured; these data were used to compute “percentage”
and “mean percentage” deviations for individual features. Yet it
remained unclear at the time how to deal with the morphological traits
recorded by numerous photographic data. Finally, for the purposes 
of illustration, graphs showed the percentage deviation of two features
with each family; it was an extremely complex method considering the
scarcity of analytical results.54
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Already in 1936, Weninger probably realized that the genetic pat-
terns of most human traits did not follow the Mendelian laws; experi-
mental studies had shown the limitations of dominant and recessive
traits. Consequently, phenomena like gene modification and gene set-
ting were able to modify the phonotypical manifestation of the individ-
ual gene. Weninger referred, somewhat cryptically, to “superior Men-
delism,” and considered himself “at the very beginning of a difficult
field of research,”55 that of human Erbnormalbiologie.56 Had Wenin-
ger realized, at that point, that the racial research in Marienfeld might
never satisfy its original goal?

Funding for the Project and Associate Workers

The participants in the “Marienfeld project” were all members of the
Working Group on Genetic Biology, and were in charge of overseeing
different aspects of the project: Josef Weninger concentrated on identi-
fying traits of the eye; Eberhard Geyer focused on the ear; Dora Maria
Könner was responsible for taking photographs of the hand and foot;
Robert Routil was in charge of taking hair samples and analysing met-
ric dimensions; Margarete Weninger’s specialty were the papillary
lines of the hand; Albert Harrasser was in charge of developing photo-
graphs; and Karl Stumpfl conducted psychological examinations. The
project was funded from three sources: the Anthropological Institute
provided the equipment, part of which was funded from the proceeds
of genetic paternity assessments; in January and November 1933, and
in May 1934, the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research
Foundation) approved funds to cover the travel costs of nine researchers
(including material to make prints for genealogical diagrams from
5,800 photographic plates), and the statistical processing of measure-
ments; and, finally, the community of Marienfeld provided food and
lodging for eight project workers over two months.57

Despite all this, in 1936, three years after commencing the project,
Weninger concluded that the enormous amount of material compiled,
and the ideal situation prevailing for “scientific exploitation,” never-
theless meant that the project was proceeding at a frustratingly slow
pace, resulting in nothing but fragmentary pieces of analysis.58 With a
long list of open questions, Weninger approached the German Research
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Foundation for further funding. The new request for the “counting” of
traits derived from approximately 9,000 data sheets and 8,000 individ-
ual photographs. By that point, Weninger realized that the task at hand
was no longer manageable without obtaining additional technical and
financial support, as well as additional personnel.

In this request from 1936, Weninger assigned priority to the racial
aspect although, originally, the genetic issue and the potential for
paternity diagnosis by the “Marienfeld project” had been more impor-
tant to him. It was only at a later stage that he referred to the “com-
pletely new and exact genetic findings, including their far-reaching
theoretical and practical consequences for genealogy [and] verification
of descent.”59 Weninger applied for additional funds to support anoth-
er 779 working weeks, for which he had calculated a sum of 4,674
German Reichmarks. The application was passed to Eugen Fischer for
consideration.60 Fischer praised the application: “Apart from the find-
ings about the German population in Romania, which are welcome
from the scientific point of view, the present plan [will] most certainly
render results that are important for paternity assessments. The more
of these findings that are furnished, the greater our certainty in prepar-
ing paternity opinions not only for civil cases [alimony procedures]
but upon requests of the Reich Sippenamt; the latter serving as a basis
for decisions on Aryan or non-Aryan descent of extra-marital children,
children of adultery, foundlings and so on.”61

From this it is clear that the “Marienfeld project,” originally drafted
in the context of “genetic biology,” was used in conjunction with Nazi
ideology. Nevertheless, Fischer’s positive opinion met with disapproval
elsewhere, specifically from an “expert opinion” regarding Weninger’s
political reliability. The opinion belonged to Karl Thums. Whereas
Weninger’s national attitude was “indeed irreproachable,” considered
Thums, there was “one critical point” in Weninger’s biography: he was
married to a Jewess. Thums added, however, that the scientific work at
the Institute of Anthropology in Vienna “was not without a positive
political note in the National Socialist sense.”62 Weninger had extend-
ed the scope of the Institute’s scientific aspirations for the benefit of
“genetic care and racial hygiene.”63 It was unusual that Weninger’s
application was passed on to the Reich’s Interior Ministry in Berlin,
which considered that the project could just as well be performed on
“German material from the Reich,” meaning that a grant to a foreign
institute was not justified. 64 Weninger’s application was rejected in
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September 1936 because of “excessive demands for funds, for racial-
biological examinations in particular.”65

In December, Weninger re-submitted an application drafted in an
identical manner, except for a supplementary justification. Weninger
argued that in contrast to his rejection, Fritz Stumpfl had received a
grant for the psychiatric assessment of the Marienfeld population.66

This time Weninger’s political reliability was considered by Ernst Rüdin
(1874–1952), director of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Instituts für Genealogie
und Demographie der Deutschen Forschungsanstalt für Psychiatrie
(Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Genealogy and Demography of the Ger-
man Research Institute for Psychiatry), who was aware of Weninger’s
intentions regarding paternity assessments.67 He argued that Weninger’s
Institute was “inspired by the spirit of family research in anthropology
as a discipline.”68 Nevertheless, Weninger’s application was rejected
yet again.69 Under normal circumstances, Weninger should have been
skeptical of the wording of the second refusal, knowing that other
Austrian funding requests had received favorable treatment. In princi-
ple, the project was to be supported, but rather than providing direct
funds to Weninger, they were to be directed to “politically reliable”
associates and support staff to be selected by Geyer.70 Subsequently,
Geyer and Dora Könner introduced their own requests.71 In view of
ongoing political and scientific developments, it almost seems as if the
research in Marienfeld was not sufficiently “in the Nazi Party line.”
But as the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft preferred to grant assis-
tance to ongoing projects, Geyer reformulated his request to include
the “Marienfeld project.” The Volksdeutsche Wissenschaftshilfe (Ger-
man Scientific Emergency Fund), in charge of processing this matter,
finally granted 600 German Marks, emphasizing that this Austrian
project was also of interest to the German volk.72

Scientific Results of the “Marienfeld Project”

According to Weninger, the “Marienfeld project” “delivered racial and
genetic-biological material of a completeness and diversity hitherto
unrivalled.”73 The material that Weninger and his co-workers collected
is preserved to this day at the Institute of Anthropology of the Univer-
sity of Vienna. The collection contains the following material:
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Genealogical and statistical material 

– Approximately 1,000 extracts from parish registers (1928–1933)
(30,000 from earlier years had been processed before the expedi-
tion) 

– Approximately 100 drafts of family trees 
– 1,000 sheets relating to the alphabetical index of registered indi-

viduals 
– Statistics on population movement 

Anthropological records 

– 1,080 sheets with relevant personal data 
– 1,080 anthropological data sheets with fifteen measurements 
– 1,080 sheets with ten fingertip prints 
– 1,080 sheets with two hand prints 
– 1,080 colored drawings of the iris 
– 1,080 mapping sheets of the soft tissue of the eye 
– 1,080 mapping sheets of the bottom of the nose 
– 1,080 mapping sheets of the mouth 
– 1,080 mapping sheets of the shape of the hand and the foot 
– 1,080 mapping sheets of the ear 

In total there are 10,800 sheets. There are also 800 hair samples and
photographs arranged as follows:

– 1,060 three-part photographic plates 13�18 
– 250 photographic plates 6.5�9 of children under 14 
– 1,080 photographic plates 6.5�9 of 2 hands each
– 1,080 photographic plates 6.5�9 of 2 feet each
– 2,300 photographic plates 9�12 (stereo) of ears

In total there are 5,770 photographic plates, and films with 7,890 sin-
gle photos.74

By 1936, comprehensive preliminary work and the archiving of
material had been completed in the field of genealogy and statistics,
including: a cadastre of all inhabitants of Marienfeld derived from
parish register lists and personal data sheets; a directory of all regis-
tered individuals including age groups and ancestors from seventy-six
family trees; a compilation of seventy-six family trees and reprogra-
phy; a compilation of seventy-five genealogical tables of surveyed
individuals, and the identification of all cases of racial intermarriage;
statistics on the number of children and births, alongside the age struc-
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ture of the Marienfeld population; detailed analyses of different groups
of physical traits; an examination of the age modification of the above
measurements and indices; determination of the sexual dimorphism in
relation to all measurements and indices; dermatoglyphic typing; sta-
tistics on the patterns of the ball of the thumb and their hereditary pat-
tern; determination of the pattern of the little finger and the axial trira-
dius; analysis of the iris pigmentation including reduction of the bound-
ary layer, and change of pigmentation over age; and, finally, counting
the morphological traits of hands, feet and the ear, and their modifica-
tion over time.75

One cannot discuss all the publications resulting from the “Marien-
feld project” in detail; a discussion of a few is in any case illustrative
of the type of findings obtained. The work undertaken by Josef and
Margarete Weninger essentially focused on the genetic pattern of eye
color, the eye structure and the dermatoglyphic pattern of various regions
of the hand. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, there was little knowl-
edge of the hereditary pattern of the dermatoglyphic system and embryo
development. Accordingly, Margarete Weninger’s treatise on the der-
matoglyphics of the thenar (thumb) and interdigital (between thumb
and index finger) pads later became a standard work of reference.76

In 1942, Robert Routil completed what Geyer had started in the
area of racial analysis. Incorporated into the team as a biostatistician,
Routil’s responsibility was to analyze the previously compiled meas-
ured data. His work covered the “position of the Marienfeld population
within the German volk,” determined the frequency of “types” among
the Marienfeld population, analyzed age and sex variability, and devel-
oped a mathematical approach to genetic-biometric analysis.77 Routil
concluded that Southern German groups, as well as Romanians from
Bucharest, were “close to the Marienfeld population in terms of their
appearance and probably also in their genetic constitution”; further-
more, “the inhabitants of Marienfeld have preserved the physi-
cal peculiarities of their Southern German ancestors to this day; the
genealogical identification of descent applied to our study material
from the Saarland region, Swabia and Wurttemberg seems to be con-
firmed also from the anthropological point of view.”78 Routil wel-
comed “racial-hygienic protective measures as a preventive method to
eliminate any defective genetic sequence particularly harmful to the
Volksgemeinschaft.”79
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The results of the “Marienfeld project” were shown to the general
public as part of an exhibit on family biology, family hygiene and fam-
ily protection at the Natural History Museum in Vienna in June 1935.
Moreover, in that year the former Garnisonspital building was remod-
eled, and the Institute in Vienna procured a hall, finally providing the
required space “desperately needed and strongly desired to foster our
method and follow the course of our work.”80 The new hall was used
for exhibiting genetic-biological specimens and for the temporary
installation of a new genetic-biological series.81

Conclusions

With the rediscovery of Mendel’s laws of inheritance around 1900,
anthropological attention was increasingly drawn to genetic-biological
issues. The focus was on examining “bastards,” twins and families to
furnish and establish a basis for both “racial” assessments and paterni-
ty diagnoses. The first study in this vein was conducted at a time when
attempts were being made to identify the “racial” peculiarities of Euro-
pean peoples.82 In the late 1920s, researchers focused on communities
located in small, limited geographical areas, later moving on to the
German Völker. 

In relation to the volumes of data collected, and in view of the com-
plexity of its approach, the “Marienfeld project” constitutes a “special
case” for anthropology in Austria and the international community as a
whole. In design it followed the mainstream of German anthropology,
which focused on “hereditary biology” and “racial questions of the
German volk.” Among other factors, Geyer attributed this development
to the “forced abandonment of the colonies”83 caused by the First World
War, which had triggered a form of Selbstbesinnung (self-reflection).
Hans Günther’s Rassenkunde des deutschen Volkes and Deutsche Ras-
senkunde, published under the editorship of Eugen Fischer between
1929 and 1936, may also be considered as symptomatic products of
this form of “self-reflection.” 

It was not least due to these popularization efforts that Rassenkunde
und Rassenpflege (Racial Studies and Racial Care) constituted the ma-
terial for subjects taught in schools in Germany from 1933 onwards.84

This emphasis on “racial questions” of the German volk now offered
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anthropologists a plethora of new tasks and opportunities—though
questionable—to make a name for themselves by starting centering
upon issues related to “social hygiene,” “racial hygiene” and “genetic
pathology.” Austrian anthropology followed its German counterpart
“gradually.”85

Eberhard Geyer, whose philosophical conclusions were published
posthumously in the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesellschaftsbiologie,
personified the development of anthropology in German-speaking
areas.86 Given his political allegiance (an illegal member of the
NSDAP since 1933, he headed the Institute’s operational cell and was
also Hauptstellenleiter of the Rassenpolitische Amt in the Nieder-
Donau region), Geyer approached the “Marienfeld project” from a
totally different perspective than Josef Weninger, whose primary inten-
tion was to overcome the theoretical shortcomings of paternity assess-
ments. In this regard it was no coincidence that the “Marienfeld proj-
ect” took place in the winter months of 1933/34. Both protagonists
assumed key roles in the project, yet both were largely unable to
achieve their goals.

While initially skeptical of paternity diagnosis, Weninger most like-
ly realized at the beginning of the 1930s that the findings of a disci-
pline hitherto withdrawn from the realms of academia would now, at a
time of economic hardship, acquire a new relevance. Paternity diag-
noses had turned into a prosperous enterprise, and most members of
the legal profession were relieved to be able to rely on expert opinions
in support of their decisions. On an international scale, the Institute of
Anthropology had the potential of rising to fame. Weninger had no
clue about the direction anthropology would take, including paternity
diagnosis.87

Eberhard Geyer considered the “Marienfeld project” a “matter of
the heart,”88 and a contribution to the study of nationalities and the
minority problem.89 Geyer rejected a research approach aiming prima-
rily at “empirical assessment and theoretical treatment” without con-
current goals “of immediate applicability.”90 His objective, heavily
influenced by Nazi ideology, was to identify the “racial differences
between Gast- und Wirtsvolk,” as well as the framework of the evolu-
tion and preservation of the German minority in Southeast Europe.91

Robert Routil’s role in the project seems ambivalent, and was possi-
bly opportunistic. He was rated a “heretic of the fatherland” by some,
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“cut off” from the scheming intrigues surrounding the “rights of pro-
cessing” of the Marienfeld material,92 though he clearly took a Nazi
conformist, racialist stance in his study of the project published in
1942.93

The “Marienfeld project,” originally linked to paternity assessment
activities and the analysis of “classified” morphological traits, soon
lost its importance. The large amounts of data, still available in the
Institute of Anthropology, are symptomatic of the scholarly hypertro-
phy of the Viennese School of Anthropology during the interwar peri-
od.94 The connection between “family projects” and Nazi doctrine was
not immediately obvious, since the village of Marienfeld itself initiat-
ed the research. It became clear only afterwards that the members of
the Working Group on Genetic Biology pursued rather distinct politi-
cal, commercial, and personal interests, and that the impact of their
diverging ideological positions proved crucial in the course the project
would take, both in a positive and a negative direction. 
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Of “Yugoslav Barbarians” and Croatian

Gentlemen Scholars:

Nationalist Ideology and Racial Anthropology

in Interwar Yugoslavia

Rory Yeomans

In 1943, a Croatian translation of Ivo Pilar’s 1918 polemic about the
dangers of Serbian domination in the Balkans, The South Slav Ques-
tion, was published to great acclaim. The Croatian Minister of
Education, Mile Starčevic (1904–1953), a former student nationalist,
wrote in an article to mark its publication that Pilar’s book had been
the “bible” for his generation of Croatian nationalist youth at the
University of Zagreb. With its theory of Serbian racial inferiority and
the religious perils of Eastern Orthodoxy, Pilar’s book had inspired
them in their struggle against Belgrade in the 1920s.1 In his introduc-
tion, Ferdo Puček, the translator of Pilar’s opus, drew attention to the
parallels between Pilar’s racial ideas and those of the fascist Ustasha
movement of which he, like Starčevic, was an intellectual supporter.
The South Slav Question showed, Puček continued, that the Serbs who
lived in Croatia and Bosnia were “alien elements, Cincars, Greeks,
Romanian and above all Balkan-Aromanian (Vlach) elements” that
had fallen under the influence of the Eastern Orthodox Church and
continually demonstrated their hostility to Croatia. This was in direct
opposition to the “Western” outlook of the Croats, with their “Nordic
Slavic-Gothic-Iranian” racial origins.2

In interwar Yugoslavia, as in the rest of Europe, questions of race
and nationality dominated the political agenda. In the new Kingdom of
the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes—renamed the Kingdom of Yugoslavia
in 1929—the main ideological division was between separatist nation-
alists and Yugoslav integrationists. Separatists, like Croatian national-
ists, believed that Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes were three distinct
nations whose individuality and prosperity—indeed survival—could
only be guaranteed if they existed as separate and independent nation-
states; by contrast, supporters of Yugoslavism argued that the appella-



tions “Serb,” “Croat,” and “Slovene” were merely tribal names that
constituted an embryonic “Yugoslav race.” Similar to nineteenth-cen-
tury nationalists in Germany and Italy, they believed that by synthesiz-
ing and integrating the best national characteristics and qualities of the
three tribes a new nation would be brought into being. Aside from this
fundamental difference, Croatian nationalists and romantic Yugoslavs
also differed in their approach to race and racial ideology. While both
Yugoslav and Croatian racial biologists were influenced by political
ideas emanating from elsewhere in Europe—most obviously those con-
nected to the rise of fascism in Italy and National Socialism in Ger-
many—it was writers and academics committed to the creation of a
Yugoslav nation who embraced the technological possibilities of eugen-
ics, both as a reflection of their progressive views and as a means of
ending the tribal differences long impeding the creation of a “Yugoslav
consciousness.” In their conception of race and nation, Croatian nation-
alists largely rejected modern science and remained firmly entrenched
in the anthropological and scholarly tradition of the late nineteenth
century. Moreover, while the racial ideas of idealist Yugoslavists were
officially supported by the state, the proponents of Croatian racial the-
ories were, by and large, isolated individuals; they saw themselves as
persecuted pioneers of Croatian racial utopias. 

Yugoslav racial theories were characterized by the aim to create a
new race that embodied the best qualities of the different South Slav
races; therefore, even when their rhetoric became openly eugenicist,
Yugoslav racial theorists were rarely threatening or aggressive. By
contrast, Croatian racial theories did not allow for such a synthesis.
Instead, Croatian race ideologists, envisioning the purification of the
Croatian nation, were obsessed by perceived threats to their ethnic cul-
ture and “living space” by the demographic invasion of racially inferi-
or “foreigners.” Croatian racial theory, though far less influenced by
the ideas of racial biology and eugenics, proved to be ultimately far
more destructive than that of its neighbors.
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Culture, Cars and Clean Bodies: Modernity and

Eugenics in Yugoslavia

Yugoslav ideologues construed their nation as a thoroughly modern
one. For them, history began in 1918. According to the poet Tin Ujevic
(1891–1955), the capital, Belgrade, was the representative of a “new,
dynamic, explosive and frequently bombastic world.”3 Foreign visitors
were equally impressed with Belgrade and its atmosphere of moderni-
ty and progress. The English writer David Footman, for example, visit-
ing Belgrade in 1934, commented on its “modern and austere” apart-
ments and impressive skyline, “like that of a young American city,
with the beauty and vigour of youth.”4 The French diplomat Henri
Pozzi was famously less impressed. In a still-incendiary study, he
wrote of Belgrade as a city of “gilded lasciviousness,” like a “nouveau
riche who cannot stop dancing, yet spits ugly words at his poor rela-
tions that cluster around him.”5

Even allowing for Pozzi’s scathing attack on Yugoslavia’s modern,
urban, and cosmopolitan values, it was indeed true that the new Yugo-
slav state was extremely keen to embrace what it considered to be the
enlightened and progressive practices that could be observed in Western
Europe and America. Early Yugoslav ideologues aimed to build a
modern, secular, and unitarist state which would wipe away the tribal
divisions that separated Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. To do this, they
felt that they needed to address the cultural and religious factors which
had for so long impeded their unity. They set about this task with revo-
lutionary zeal, setting out proposals for radical utopias and social experi-
mentation. Writers, theologians and ideologues called for, among other
things, an end to celibacy for Catholic priests; the establishment of a
new national Yugoslav church which would synthesize the best attrib-
utes of Catholicism and Orthodoxy; the full emancipation of women;
and a society from which all aspects of immorality, corruption, and
injustice would be eradicated in order to make society healthy.6

Ideologues also wanted to build a new society in Yugoslavia by
bringing modernity and technological advance to everyday life. In
film, theatre, visual art, public transport and architecture, the conserva-
tive and cautious impulse found itself in noisy competition with the
experimental and avant-garde expressions of a new generation of artis-
tic and cultural visionaries. Ujevic’s portrait of the Yugoslav capital, a
city of “speed, expansion and electricity,” reflected the opinion of cer-
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tain section of the Yugoslav intelligentsia that the new state should be
founded on modern urban principles. In the poet’s panegyric—entitled
“Futurist Belgrade”—the brash and daring new world that Yugoslavia
promised was encapsulated in the automobile, an essential part of the
life of Belgrade and a celebration, as Ujevic sardonically put it, of the
“victory of petrol and money.” Energy, rapidity, dynamism: these were
the qualities lionized by the Italian Futurist, F. T. Marinetti (1876–
1944). In the imagined Italy of the Futurists, the defining technological
image was the aeroplane, hurtling the intrepid aviator at tremendous
speed through time and space. To this, Ujevic opposed the idea of the
car—that roaring urban usurper of the horse and cart. Half joking
though Ujevic’s article might have been, it nonetheless accurately
described the mindset of those intellectuals and writers who belived
that the power of mass technology and a futurist understanding of
life—as much as enlightened civic attitudes—could help create a new
Yugoslav utopia.

Other ideas were more obviously associated with eugenics. Some
ideologues called for the reform of marital laws. One unnamed writer
from Split, for example, complained that the clerical laws of the Habs-
burg era—which prevented some professors such as female teachers or
civil sevants from marrying—had led to a large number of unmarried
women who had been driven to prostitution, further resulting in vene-
real disease, hysteria, and the bearing of illegitimate children prone to
criminality in later life. This had been compounded by the great loss of
life among Yugoslav soldiers during the First World War. As a result,
the Yugoslav race had been weakened, for men were “the motor of the
national state engine.”7 For Andrija Štampar (1888–1958), the head of
the newly created Yugoslav Health Service and a leading advocate of
social medicine, a program of comprehensive sex education was cru-
cial for addressing the escalation of venereal diseases, and for creating
a healthier state. He argued that the sexual education of the young
should begin before they became sexually active—perhaps as early as
the age of eight—if such a policy was to have any chance of success.8

The Yugoslavia created in 1918 was an overwhelmingly rural state
and Yugoslav ideologues saw one of the most pressing tasks to be the
elevation of both the peasantry as well as the urban working classes. In
1919, Milan Pribicevic envisaged the building of a “modern, great,
cultured and social Yugoslavia” and “a progressive peasantry with
clean respectable homes and villages, well fed and highly literate.”9
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Likewise, in 1929, the writer Bogumil Vošnjak argued that in order to
create a strong Yugoslavia, the government needed not only to renew
the economy, but also to improve the lives and conditions of workers
and peasants. For there to be a healthy peasantry, the author believed
that what he termed “social hygiene,” as well as eugenics, needed to
be introduced. For Vošnjak, as for many other radical Yugoslavs, the
modernization of the village, as the centre of life in the new
Yugoslavia, was essential to the development of the new state. This
required not merely electricity and modern technology, but also the
cultivation of an appreciation for culture by peasants through the
endeavors of intellectuals whom, he contended, were uniquely posi-
tioned to unify the life of the town and the village.10 

Additionally, there were proposals from a range of scientists within
official institutions, whose opinions carried rather more influence. Some
of the more important institutions in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia to
address the question of health and hygiene were the Ministry of Public
Health and the Central Institute for Hygiene in Belgrade, which produced
its own journal, Glasnik centralnog higijenskog zavoda (The Journal
of the Central Institute for Hygiene), edited by the director, Stevan
Ivanic. Like Vošnjak, Ivanic believed that the need to introduce basic
standards of hygiene and cleanliness to village houses was a pressing
concern.11 That the health and hygiene levels of villages in interwar
Yugoslavia were depressingly poor is indisputable. As late as 1936,
when the Croatian Peasant Party politician Rudolf Bicanic (1905–1968)
toured the villages throughout Croatia and Bosnia, he found the living
conditions of peasants to be deplorable.12 Health and hygiene experts,
like Vladimir S. Stanojevic (1886–1978), agreed. In a textbook written
for army hygiene classes in 1927, he stated that: “The health situation
in our country and our nation is not good. In both the village and the
town, our people are not educated in hygiene and, because of this, do
not pay attention to personal hygiene.”13 Stanojevic found that the situ-
ation was especially serious in the villages: “Many of our settlements
are abandoned and neglected and, in the majority of cases, they do not
have the most basic hygienic needs.” Most peasants slept in one bed,
and the houses they inhabited were infested with rats and mice, damp,
dark, cramped, and flooded with fleas and bedbugs. Life for most city
dwellers was no better, he cautioned, and, overall, the nation was still
plagued by diseases almost unknown in the rest of Europe—including
tuberculosis, dysentery, typhoid and malaria.14 
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Nonetheless, a leading Yugoslav racial biologist and president of
the Association of Yugoslav Physicians, Svetislav Stefanovic (1874–
1944), argued in 1936 that, in terms of racial hygiene, the concerns 
of the village had been ignored, and that life in the villages remained
characterized by a lack of medical aid and insufficient numbers of doc-
tors and nurses.15 Despite the best efforts of the government to address
the concerns of the countryside, relatively little had been achieved.
Stefanovic called for comprehensive health education in the villages,
better provision of doctors, midwives and nurses, as well as the materi-
al and moral protection of the family, in order for it to remain the cul-
tural foundation of village life. This would be facilitated through the
creation of a government department specializing in the health prob-
lems of the village within a newly established Ministry of Social Poli-
tics and National Health—reaffirming the belief that mother and child
were the “future and the strength of the nation.” Such a policy could
have a positive social effect throughout the state, reducing divisions
arising from the negative perceptions existing between city and coun-
tryside: “In this way the village would come into contact with the city
and realize that the city was not just some monster that swallows the
peasant and seizes his offspring and the hard fruits of his labour. Rather
than the city being the carrier and hearth of some instinctual culture
that estranges and degenerates the children of the peasant nation, it
would be shown that the city also protects them and teaches them not
only a better and more beautiful but also a more noble life.”16

However, Stefanovic also argued that such strengthening of social
life would be racially profitable: citing the examples of the Soviet
Union and Fascist Italy—where the policy of elevating the life of vil-
lages had been implemented—he pointed out that the newly created
state institutions had indeed helped to defend both mother and child,
while simultaneously promoting healthy breeding.

As was the case with Stefanovic, many of Stanojevic’s solutions for
the problems he described were eminently rational, reflecting the prac-
tices then fashionable elsewhere in Europe and the United States. He
argued, for example, that workers required social security and a safe,
clean environment in which to work and live. He also advocated the
creation of trade societies where workers could purchase hygienic food
and clothing. Furthermore, Stanojevic proposed the establishment of
preventative health clinics and quarantine stations; the mass distribu-
tion of health posters on trains, boats, and in public meeting places
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throughout towns and villages; the construction of cheap public baths;
and the free availability of clean drinking water.17 

However, Stanojevic’s concern with improving social conditions in
Yugoslavia meant that he was also susceptible to eugenic arguments.
In 1920, under the auspices of the Ministry for National Health, Stano-
jevic wrote Eugenika: higijena čovečeg začeca i problem nasledja
(Eugenics: The Hygiene of Human Conception and the Problem of He-
redity), an official guide to the principles of eugenics for the uninitiated
Yugoslav reader. Comparing eugenics to the Book of Revelation, in his
introduction Stanojevic asserted that the book would be especially use-
ful for those embarking on marriage, and for those who wanted to find
out about “the destiny of their home or the happiness of their chil-
dren.”18 Racing through history, the author detailed how civilizations
throughout the millennia had practiced eugenics: from the Spartans,
who had practiced infanticide by throwing sick babies off the edge 
of cliffs to protect the purity and vitality of their race, to the Ancient
Greek philosopher Plato, who had called for the killing of the weak
and physically inferior in society; from the racial policies of the English
“national master race” able to conquer and rule half the globe, to the
eugenic movement in Germany and the United States, which, in some
states in the latter, had led to the introduction of compulsory steriliza-
tion and the banning of marriage between criminals, epileptics, alco-
holics, those with learning difficulties, the mentally ill and the dis-
abled. The “American race,” Stanojevic wrote, had proved itself a
“progressive and practical” nation. In introducing eugenic measures,
he contended, the American people were ensuring for themselves
“eternal youth, nobility, casting from themselves all that is damaging,
and accepting all that is healthy and strong.” In so doing, they were
cultivating a “new ideal race” which would rule the entire world.19 

In contrast to the attitudes of other advocates of racial biology and
eugenics, Stanojevic did not believe that the purity of the race made it
any stronger. On the contrary, he argued that the more mixed a race
was, the more virile and powerful it became: “Hygienic human breed-
ing (…) means the rational utilization and control of existing racial
characteristics and raw biological qualities on the one hand, and the
improvement of all external conditions for breeding on the other.”20

The American race was powerful and destined for world domination
precisely because it constituted a synthesis of a number of different
racial groups—Anglo-Saxon Protestants, American Indians, and
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Spaniards. In this way, Stanojevic grafted modern Yugoslav concerns
onto his understanding of American eugenics.

Stanojevic further compared eugenics to the breeding of livestock,
insisting that the rules of breeding applying to animals similarly applied
to humans. Like the anonymous author from Split, he considered the
reform of marital laws to be an urgent matter, complaining that mar-
riages were not based on eugenic principles and thus could not guaran-
tee a healthy or select family: “In the modern mating of human cou-
ples, there are no natural or eugenic conditions or incentives—every-
thing is artificial, in everything non-eugenic concerns dominate (…)
The modern marriage serves the Church, the State or tradition more
than individuals or their offspring. Current matrimony is not just a slave,
but the killer of all offspring. As well as the urgent need for the reform
of marriage on eugenic principles, there is also the need for the intro-
duction of widespread and deep propaganda for eugenic marriages.”21

Stanojevic called for the return of motherhood to its “classic Spar-
tan role,” and for women to “sacrifice and consecrate themselves” to
the role of mother and housewife. Yet at the same time he demanded
an end to military conscription and the idealization of military values
that it represented, because it tore the young away from their familial
homes to die in “dirty and unhealthy barracks,” particularly from syphilis
and other venereal diseases. Instead, a new society should be built on
the principles of “Spartanism, Sokol and sport.” Instead of militarism,
militancy in a “modern form, geared towards the most contemporary
needs of the state and society” was required. Stanojevic also demon-
strated the same social concern he had expressed elsewhere by reiterat-
ing his concept of aligning industry with racial hygiene in order to in-
crease productivity. His study concluded: “The hygienic refinement
and improvement of descendants—this is the future religion for the in-
dividual and the family as well as for the whole of cultured humanity.”22

Writing in 1929, Bogumil Vošnjak compared the divisions of the
different tribes comprising Yugoslavia to the nation-building problems
experienced by Italy during the nineteenth century. Much like the
Lombardians, Sicilians and Neapolitans, the Yugoslavs would over-
come their differences and become one nation.23 Likewise, the Serbian
geographer Jovan Cvijic (1865–1927) believed that Serbs, Croats and
Slovenes possessed different national characters. Cvijic considered
that while the Serbs had a talent for “intuition and fantasy which, how-
ever, is not always disciplined,” the Croats were gifted at “science, lit-
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erature and art.” The Slovenes, meanwhile, were rationalists, possess-
ing an “unusually developed characteristic of ethnic endurance and
toughness.”24 Yet the predominant psychic characteristics of all the three
tribes would together contribute to the creation of a new Yugoslav 
civilization. Similarly, the Yugoslav critic Milan Marjanovic (1879–
1955), in the 1913 study Narod koji nastaje (The Nation that is Com-
ing), noted the heroic and vengeful qualities of the Serbs as opposed to
the intellectual and forgiving character of the Croats. In contrast to the
contemplative Croat, the Serb was envisioned as a man of action.25 

Although both Cvijic and Marjanovic were from an older, pre-Yugo-
slav generation, they shared with their younger colleagues the belief
that Yugoslavism meant the synthesis of three “South Slav tribes.” A new
generation drew on the ideas of Cvijic and Marjanovic, adding the
principles of eugenics to it, arguing that science could be used to cre-
ate a new “Yugoslav race.” Mijo Radoševic, for example, hailed the
“Yugoslav man” as not only the embodiment of an honourable soul,
but also a “united ethnobiological type” with “an incredible talent, life
force and militancy.” The creation of this “new racial, cultural and
political type” had been aided, according to the author, by the process
of encouraging members of the three “Yugoslav tribes” to establish
communities in regions of the Yugoslav Kingdom in which another
group dominated. It was hoped that such a policy of ethnic mixing,
which Radoševic referred to as “internal colonization,” would result in
both a greater degree of inter-marriage and the creation of a generation
of Yugoslavs imbued with qualities drawn from the superior elements
of the three tribes. This, in turn, would ultimately lead to the eradica-
tion of “all tribal chauvinism and imperialism.”26 

The idea of using eugenics as a tool to create a Yugoslav master
race was made most explicit in a 1924 article by J. Zubovic, a contrib-
utor to the leading pro-Yugoslav, Croatian journal of the interwar peri-
od, Nova Evropa (New Europe). Announcing the imminent perfection
of a new “Yugoslav man,” he evoked the image of a Yugoslav super-
man around whom the nation, state, economy, political parties, fami-
lies and culture would be built. The “Yugoslav man” was not simply
new but a “man of better physical quality, stronger, more militant and
healthier, more economically productive; (…) and, above all, great
spirit, with beautiful motives and instincts, better habits, forceful will
and more active, exuding higher intelligence and education.”27 How
was this to be achieved? Zubovic asserted that Yugoslavs first had 
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to account for the peaceful assimilation of non-Yugoslav races with
whom they lived side by side. Following this, “progressive” Yugoslavs
should set to work on the creation of a “superior Yugoslav being.” He
proposed that marital and familial law should be altered to allow for
mixed marriages, and that instead of religious considerations, civil
marriages should be governed by a policy of national eugenics and
social considerations: 

There can be no complete unity without blood unity, without the
mixing of the various Yugoslav tribes (…). According to the laws of
contemporary eugenics, progress is achieved by the process of mixing
different but closely related tribes to produce a physically superior
type. For us, it is of particular importance that the village rejuvenates
the urban population; and that the urban middle-class mixes with
workers, valley dwellers mix with mountain dwellers, people from the
less educated regions with the educated. (…) This mixing will be prof-
itable to us. It is apparent, for example, that the bony, stocky and mili-
tant Dinaric type will strengthen the average Yugoslav person just as
the strongly evolved Slovenian women will. In the same way, the great
industriousness of the Dalmatian or the Likan or the agrarian culture of
the Slovenian, Croat or Vojvodinan will elevate the level of Yugoslav
diligence and agriculture generally.28

Not all eugenic suggestions regarding the improvement of the race were
so benign; some stressed not so much the betterment of the race as the
prevention of breeding among biologically “degenerate” sections of
society. At the Seventeenth Congress of the Association of Yugoslav
Doctors in 1935, for example, Svetislav Stefanovic reaffirmed his
opposition to abortion, declaring that in “racial-hygienic and racial-
biological terms abortion destroys the health of the mother, endangers
her life and destroys the life of her descendants and, in the most extreme
cases, leads to the degeneration of the race and accompanies or deter-
mines all other symptoms of collapse or decay of a nation or race.”29

Moreover, he pointed out that restrictions on the number of offspring
had a “degenerative effect” on race. These included far higher rates of
suicide, as well as higher rates of other “degenerative phenomena”—
including incest, marriage between close relatives, and a greater num-
ber of pathologies and genetic defects which were subsequently passed
on to following generations. 

Stefanovic proposed that, in order to avoid social degeneration,
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Yugoslavia should look to Mussolini’s Italy and Stalin’s Soviet Union
where the state intervened—with striking results in both cases—to
protect both child and mother, while reinforcing the principle of natali-
ty. Although Stefanovic was opposed to abortion, he did believe that it
could be justified in exceptional circumstances; for example, he advo-
cated that, for the sake of “mental-hygienic defense,” human life could
be artificially terminated through abortion and sterilization. Stefanovic
considered it paradoxical that many doctors who advocated abortions
and birth control for social reasons simultaneously opposed abortions
for reasons of “racial and spiritual hygiene that would reduce and pre-
vent births among the mentally defective.” Stefanovic cited Germany’s
example, where the exponential increase in numbers of alcoholics, the
mentally disabled, the mentally ill, and the genetically deaf and blind
between 1870 and 1935 meant that the German government now spent
the equivalent of twenty million dinars caring for them, thereby impos-
ing an impossible burden on the budget: “If we take into account the fact
that the physically defective breed more prolifically than those who
are physically superior, it is obvious from the perspective of racial and
spiritual hygiene that we should bear this fact in mind, even if we do
not agree with the idea of forced sterilization especially if we consider
that the combined figures of a few thousand or a few hundred thousand
[forced sterilizations] are as nothing in comparison to the millions of
violent and artificial abortions which are carried out year after year.”30 

The experience of Germany showed, Stefanovic believed, that there
was a danger of the racially inferior and the degenerate becoming
socially dominant. To avert this possibility in the future, the only pos-
sible justification for abortion should be on the grounds of “medical,
racial and spiritual hygiene.” In such circumstances, the health of the
mother was paramount, and the operation was to be carried out under
the most stringent hospital procedures in order to demonstrate that the
state was not indifferent to the health of woman. As it was not clear
exactly when Yugoslavia would be in a position to enact such legisla-
tion the medical profession should be proactive, taking the initiative in
creating a Directorate for the Defense of the Mother and the Child, in
addition to forming sub-committees in the centre of each region of the
state for the co-ordination of this initiative, never deviating from the
thought that the creation and the defense of the child and motherhood
is “one of the most important questions, not only for a government and
for a politician, but also for the entire nation.”31

Of “Yugoslav Barbarians” and Croatian Gentlemen Scholars 93



In a similar vein, Stevan Ivanic called for a policy of racial hygiene
to encourage simultaneously the selection of the “racially strong types”
and the segregation of the “racially and genetically degenerate.” Like
Stefanovic, he cited the example of Germany and wrote approvingly 
of the racial laws that the new Nazi regime had recently introduced. 
As he saw it, racial hygiene had three tasks: to create superior humans;
to advance means with which to defend the healthy population; and 
“to root out from the healthy community the genetically inferior (the
insane, epileptics, the deaf, the congenitally blind, congenital crimi-
nals, alcoholics, tramps and so on).” In the future, such people should
be sterilized and thus prevented from breeding; at the same time, they
should be segregated from the healthy community to prevent too much
mixing.32 

“We, the Yugoslav Barbarians!” The Rhetoric of Anti-

Civilization and the Dinaric Superman

The well-known interwar Yugoslav ethnographer Vladimir Dvorni-
kovic (1888–1950) commented that the Yugoslavs as a race were “one
of the most naturally gifted peoples of Europe,” leading “all other peo-
ples in brain size.”33 Moreover, as a synthesis of the three Yugoslav
tribes, Dvornikovic found that the Yugoslav man possessed “dynamism,
rhythm, strong temperament, expressiveness and the constructive ability
of fantasy.”34 Dvornikovic was one of many ethnologists and anthro-
pologists at the time who believed that the Yugoslavs constituted a race.
In his massive study of 1939, the extensive sociological study of the
peoples of Yugoslavia, Karakterologija Jugoslovena (The Characte-
riology of the Yugoslav), the author combined poetry, folklore, ballads,
geography, as well as the most modern eugenicist and racial think-
ing—including, inevitably, much writing on race and nation that had
proved popular with the Nazis—to produce a prototype of the ideal
Yugoslav man and woman. The purest expression of the “Yugoslav
race” was to be found, he argued, in the rocky Dinaric region, inhabit-
ed by the “Dinaric race.” The idea of a Dinaric race was not new, hav-
ing been championed by Jovan Cvijic at least as far back as the turn of
the century; indeed, much as the book was influenced by the precepts
of racial biology, in many ways it could also be seen as a recapitula-
tion of many of Cvijic’s ideas and theories. According to Cvijic in one
of his last articles of 1930, the Dinaric people were “young, full-blood-
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ed and keenly alive to natural phenomena.” He also believed that they
were full of “kindness, good feeling, a sense of justice and a readiness
to sacrifice themselves both as a nation and as individuals.” The most
characteristic feature of the Dinaric region was the presence of “force-
ful, violent and fiery men in whom the most unrestrained qualities of
the race find their highest form of development. They are impulsive
and act without any consideration.” Sometimes sentimental, among
them existed, nonetheless, men who “think nothing of sacrificing their
lives for moral ideas or for the benefit of the race.”35 

Dvornikovic focused extensively on the Dinaric peoples, lauding
them as a prototype for the future Yugoslav person. For Dvornikovic,
the manliness and virility of the Dinaric man was unsurpassed not only
in the South Slav region but throughout Europe: “The Dinaric type is
the prototype of the male warrior, perhaps the most outstanding amongst
all the white races: his ideas embody this type (…). This Illyrian man
must be raw, strong and martial. The violence, which is constantly re-
marked upon when one talks about the Dinarics, emerges in the Illyrian
in an even more elemental form (…). A. Geljan writes that the look of
the Illyrian is so terrible and fascinating that it could ‘kill a man’.”36

At the same time, however, this did not imply that the “Dinaric man”
was a primitive brute. On the contrary, the epic poems of the South
Slavs lauded the Hajduks, the feared brigands and highwaymen in the
Balkans who had terrorized and robbed travelers. Their spirit was cap-
tured by the “Dinarics” as the “idol and only hope of an enslaved
nation,” demonstrating the psychic connection they enjoyed with the
people and with the land. 

Dvornikovic argued that many of those who wrote about the “Dina-
rics” were anthropologists who had failed to enter their world; yet
without such direct experience of their “patriarchal morals and ethical
ideals” they could never hope to understand the “Dinarics.” Those who
spoke only of their plundering and thievery had not properly compre-
hended the soul of the “Dinarics” any more than “the superficial foreign
tourists for whom the people are no more than thieves. Some of our
writers are ‘western’, alien to these people: it is as if they had never
experienced his world.” Dvornikovic further pointed out that, despite
the patriarchal and heroic social milieu from which the “Dinaric man”
emerged, “Dinaric women” were far from submissive and displayed
the Amazonian qualities that one might expect in the female compan-
ion of the “Dinaric warrior.” The “Dinaric woman” had masculine ten-
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dencies and a “masculine aura.”37 In any case, the author believed 
that the brutal living style of this warrior prevented any form of “altru-
istic sentimentality and the feelings of consideration towards others.”
Although a disposition to strong feelings was expressed in many
“symbols and forms of national life, in certain traditions and supersti-
tions, national poems, proverbs and sayings,” the style of “Dinaric”
life, especially in the southern regions, restricted the range of these
feelings to “a hard and rudimentary form.” The “Dinaric race” thus
remained fundamentally warlike and pagan, “a warrior of the Balkan,
not Slav-Christian soul.”38

Other ethnologists embraced the idea of the “Dinaric man” as the
prototype for a “Yugoslav superman,” including the ethnologist and
government physician Branimir Maleš. For him, the “Dinaric man”
was far superior to his European counterparts. In fact, Maleš character-
ized the “Dinaric man” in a similar manner to Dvornikovic. He argued
that the “Dinaric man” was an independent and unique racial type, re-
lated neither to “Alpine” nor to “Nordic” racial types. In 1935, Maleš
declared: “All his characteristics are exclusively Dinaric, harmonious-
ly joined and constituting one biological essence.”39 For this ethnolo-
gist, the key to the racial uniqueness of the “Dinaric man” was to be
found in his body shape and skull formation. The skull shapes and
bodies of the Alpine and Nordic races were allegedly completely dif-
ferent to those of the “Dinaric race,” as was their temporal and frontal
lobes. Unlike the round faces and short stature of the Alpine race,
Maleš explained, the long face of the “Dinaric” person was in com-
plete harmony with his “long body and all other body parts.” In addi-
tion, he rejected the contention of some anthropologists and writers
that the “Dinaric race” was either a genus of the central “Armenian-
Alpine race” or a combination of the “Armenian” and “Nordic” races.
It was erroneous, he continued, to group together all those with brachy-
cephalic skulls and dark complexions, and worse still to group the
“Dinaric race” with the “Alpine race (…) and with American Indians
and Asiatic Mongols, part of the great yellow racial group.”40 

Given the dark hair and long bodies of the majority of the “Dina-
rics,” Maleš also argued that there was a variant of “Dinarics” with
blond hair (Blond Dinarics). This also set them apart from the “Alpine
race,” among whom blond hair was almost unknown. In Yugoslav
regions, he wrote, it was common to find people with red or blond hair
and blue eyes. Despite this “all their other features, both morphologi-
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cal and physiological, are purely Dinaric.” Maleš’s fieldwork in
Montenegro had shown that this phenomenon was actually quite com-
mon. Although he could not say with any certainty whether the “blond
Dinarics” were a special species or a variant of the prototype “Dinaric”
racial type, there was no doubt in his mind that they were related. This
was proved, he insisted, by the fact that many blond “Dinaric” children
became darker as they grew older. It remained to be seen whether both
dark-haired “Dinarics” and blond “Dinarics” were related to the
Nordic group. However, it was beyond doubt to Maleš that the
“Dinarics” were closer to the “Nordic race” than any other “European
race.”41 

In some respects, the popularity of the theory of a “Dinaric race”
among a certain strata of intellectuals and academics reflected the
desire—common throughout Europe, especially in the interwar peri-
od—to give notions about national identity a scientific basis and there-
fore a grounding in “fact.” If academic and scientific enquiry could
prove the existence of a Yugoslav race and, moreover, one that had
existed long before the establishment of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia,
then who could oppose a union of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes? It
also reflected the belief, prevalent among a largely urbanized national-
ist élite throughout Europe, that the “authentic” culture of the nation
was to be found in villages, among the peasants, rather than in cities.
Indeed, as Svetislav Stefanovic noted, “while the city demonstrated
great interest in the folklore and clothes [of the village], it did not seem
so interested in its life and health, its births and deaths, its homes and
families.”42 On the other hand, it was also symptomatic of the general
faith in the capability of science and technology to advance social
progress and address national and social problems. For example, in a
1933 study assessing the health of adolescent “Dinaric” girls in villages
and towns in Belgrade and its surrounding villages, Maleš used scien-
tific means to establish which girls should be excluded from the survey
on the basis of their “non-Dinaric anthropological characteristics.”
This included examining the shape of their faces and heads, inspecting
coloring and complexion, as well as measuring their height.43

Dvornikovic and Maleš were joined in their investigations into the
“Dinaric race” by other anthropologists and scientists, who spent much
of the 1920s and 1930s analyzing the racial characteristics, as well as
the culture, music, clothes, language, folklore and religion, of various
ethnic groups in Yugoslavia, especially those communities living in 
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the frontier regions of the new state and those just outside its borders.
Many of these studies amounted to more than just the accumulation of
anthropological knowledge, and had a clear political agenda. Through
such studies, writers aimed not only to provide a scientific basis for the
Yugoslav race, but also to legitimate Yugoslavia’s claim to territories
currently under dispute.44 

Despite the faith in science and technology shared by many Yugo-
slav racial anthropologists—a faith exemplified by the theory of
“Dinaric” racial origins—this does not mean that they accepted all, 
or even most, of the values of the modern society from which many
eugenic principles had originated. On the contrary, at the same time as
they appropriated many of the racial ideas of modern European socie-
ty, Yugoslav racial anthropologists simultaneously rejected many of its
other supposed values. In particular, they opposed what they perceived
to be the soulless nature of the “West”—embodied in its urban capital-
ist system—with the heroism and humanity of the eastern Slavs. Dvor-
nikovic, for one, not only eulogized the East and envisioned a mes-
sianic calling of the Slavs as an alternative to the excessive rationalism
of the West, but also held that the Slavs could save the West from degen-
eration and decay. In Dvornikovic’s case, the embracing of “Dinaric”
racial theory reflected his belief that the “Dinaric man” was a Balkan
superman, virile and energetic, who could racially revive a torpid and
exhausted Europe. An important element of this belief structure was a
rejection of the supposedly civilized values of the West in favor of
what was assumed as distinctly Balkan, particularly its alleged sav-
agery, wild instincts and aggressiveness. This was a view shared by a
sizeable intellectual constituency in Yugoslavia. Such hostility towards
the cultural superiority of Europe was encapsulated in a memorable
verse from the poem Na Kale-Mejdanu (At Kalemegdan) by the Slo-
venian poet Anton Aškerc (1856–1912): “Thus we protected you,
Europe/ from the blows of wild hordes/ Ah, thus we spent our youth, /
we—the Yugoslav barbarians!”45 

In the period immediately following the creation of the Yugoslav
state, various artistic groups utilized the image of the Balkan barbarian
evoked by Aškerc in deliberate opposition to those Yugoslav ideologues
seeking to imitate the practices and fashions of the West. Thus the
Zenithist movement of Boško Tokin (1893–1954) and Ljubomir Mičic
(1882–1942) declared in its 1922 manifesto that the Zenithist artist
was the “new type of constructed barbarian” who honored the Balkan
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race: “We admire their grown-up barbarianism because absolute bar-
barians are geniuses.” For Mičic, this modern Balkan savagery was
also to be praised for its “unsentimental vitality—its pure thought—
unfalsified aims and open heart.”46 In his 1922 book Kola za spasa-
vanje: zenističke barberogenija u 30 činova (The Circle for Salvation:
Zenithist Barbarism in Thirty Acts), Mičic announced that the aim of
the movement was to balkanize Europe: “We are in awe of the awak-
ened barbarism. (…) Zenithism is the most rebellious act of the young
barbaric race!”47 Not surprisingly, their views on Croatian nationalist
culture, with its scorn for Balkan and “Eastern” values and its aspira-
tions to be part of the “civilized” West, were not so complimentary.
According to Mičic, in its desire to emulate the values of the West,
Croatian culture was “the illegitimate child of an unnatural marriage
between a trained monkey and a parrot whose real name and address is
Most Esteemed Sir, Office of the Imitation of Culture, Zagreb.” How
could this possibly compare with the glories of Balkanism, a synthesis,
he claimed, of “young wild Slavism and the ripe fruits of Hellenism”?48

Mičic stated baldly that the Zenithists were opposed to the culture
of the West: “Will we continue to remain slaves defending Lloyd
George, Briand, Foch and D’Annunzio?” he asked. “No! Out with the
Latins! It is a time of heroism! (…) we can by ourselves be pioneers
and part of the creation of a culture for all humanity that carries in itself
the spirit of the oriental man from the Urals and the Balkans—born in
the cradle which we call Russia.”49 In a similar fashion, his Zenithist
colleague Boško Tokin wrote of the “animalism and dynamism” of 
the new Balkan race and the “aestheticization of dynamism” which
had a racial component, creating something that was both Balkan and
uniquely Yugoslav.50 Meanwhile, Rade Drainac (1899–1943) made
similar pronouncements in his Hypnist manifesto: “It is time that to the
Balkans came good spiritually. We have had enough of licking the
boots of Catholicism, the Pope in Rome and the Gallic waves of Paris.”51

Not all rejections of Western European culture and ideals were so
irreverent. Both the writer on aesthetics Vladimir Vujic, and the play-
wright Vladimir Velmar-Jankovic (1895–1976), vehemently rejected
the idea of the Western conception of man in favor of the Balkan man.
For Vujic, the Europe of 1929 did not represent culture and civilized
values, but the brutal incarnation of violence. By contrast, the East,
personified especially by Serbia, was imbued with the spirit of love,
justice and humanity.52 Vujic questioned the alleged progress of the
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West and argued that in order to create an autonomous Yugoslav cul-
ture, it was not necessary to “direct our eyes to the West and seek out a
model there which we will be compelled to blindly imitate.” Indeed,
he spoke disdainfully of the progress of the West, mentioning the “loss
of faith and religious duty,” and the “straying from moral principles,
the development of a decadent professional class, sex as the founda-
tion of life and the interpretation of life, hypocrisy, lies, the cruelty and
perfect hypocrisy of everyday life.”53 Vujic also criticized the popular
perception of the East among visitors and travelers from the West. For
the rational West, the East was a fabled land of “darkness, ignorance,
imprisonment, slavery, indolence and filthiness.” He resented the
yearning of those who traveled in the Balkans in search of spirituality
and enlightenment, a sentiment born of a stereotypical perception of
the East. The East was not backward or primitive, or a land of “vague-
ness, legends, despotism” and superstition. Nor was it, as some Wester-
ners would have it, a “joyous empire of poetry (…) dreams and beauty,
hashish and opium, peace and connection.”54 Vujic declared with satis-
faction: “No, we are not Europe and it is good that we are not. We are
neither Europe nor the West by our spiritual understanding of the world,
by our spiritual style, by our view of the world and life.”55

Much of Vujic’s attack was directed against what he perceived to
be the nihilistic and decadent societies of the West, evidenced most
notably in its large anonymous cities. He wrote that “mechanical ration-
alism” signaled the end of civilization, since if spirituality ceased, so
did civilization. For him, Western culture was irreversibly moribund.
By contrast, Yugoslav culture—as a new spiritual phenomenon—would
help to regenerate Europe. Yugoslav culture would draw on its epic
national poetry to create an independent culture which, with its “racial
genius,” would save Europe from nihilism, decadence, materialism
and moral equivalence. The Yugoslav cultural conception would not be
“economic, bourgeois, European or Parisian.” Rather, “the ideology of
this culture must emanate and emerge from the eternal knowledge of
our racial soul.”56

For the dramatist Vladimir Velmar-Jankovic, writing in 1938, the
new Balkan man was embodied in the male revolutionary of the
Serbian uprising of 1804—the “Kalemegdan” man. He was certainly
not a European, nor did he aspire to be. On the contrary, he was an
Eastern male and “a man of a virile Belgrade persuasion,” epitomized
by the Serbian peasant. Owing to long centuries of harsh Turkish rule,
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Velmar-Jankovic insisted, the Serb peasant had been protected from
the Renaissance and Humanism. Instead, the development of the Serbs
was shaped by different influences—including familial (zadruga) and
tribal society. After 1918, the Serbs had been exposed to increasingly
modern and materialistic influences, which had conflicted with the
heroic-patriarchal view of life; and for this, he blamed intellectuals
who had fallen under the spell of European culture in its entirety.57 

Despite relating the manner in which the Yugoslav village had been
allowed to fester and sink into backwardness and ignorance, Svetislav
Stefanovic perceived villages to be “the foundation and greatest reser-
voir of all culture,” and he echoed Dvornikovic in conceptualizing the
“Dinaric race” as representative of a new race of supermen. Stefanovic
argued that in the contemporary world, where, as a result of the First
World War, the solidarity of the white race had broken down, the
Dinaric race would inevitably take the place of the Nordic race as the
dominant European racial type. In Stefanovic’s thinking, the racial
superiority of the “Dinaric man” and his harsh environment also imbued
him with certain psychological qualities, as well as a philosophical
outlook on life far removed from the Western European world. Unlike
the “Nordic racial type,” the “Dinaric man” would not be a capitalist
owner. He would be a heroic being, “not a hero of commerce, hard,
cruel, brutal, egoistic and inhuman, but a hero of satisfactory kindness,
of a tender heart and soul, who not only uses his intellect to rule but
also heroically bears all the slings and arrows that the ruling type, blessed
with a hedonistic understanding of life, does not know.” In short, this
“Dinaric man” would be “humanitas heroica.”58

It is perhaps unsurprising that much of the rhetoric, if not the ideol-
ogy and practice, of those at the forefront of racial hygiene and race
theory in interwar Yugoslavia appears to have been close to the rheto-
ric of Nazi racial biology and eugenics. Not only was eugenics viewed
in much of interwar Europe as the science of choice for any state which
desired to be seen as progressive and modern, and a science, moreover,
in which Nazi Germany was undoubtedly a pioneer, but the totalitarian
regimes in Italy, Germany and, to a lesser extent, the Soviet Union,
were perceived to be the epitome of modernity in many other spheres
of political life and social organization. While some anthropologists
and scientists, like Dvornikovic, appropriated some of the racial ideas
of Nazism and at the same time explicitly condemned the discrimina-
tory uses to which the Nazis put their science, many others had, by the
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late 1930s, moved to the far right of the political spectrum. Stevan
Ivanic and Vladimir Velmar-Jankovic, for example, became prominent
members of the semi-fascist pan-Yugoslav party, the Zbor Yugoslav
National Movement, led by Dimitrije Ljotic, when it was founded in
1934. When the Germans occupied Serbia in 1941, among those who
served in the various administrations of Colonel Milan Nedic’s collab-
orationist government were Vladimir Velmar-Jankovic and Stevan
Ivanic; the latter became minister for Health and Social Policy. For his
part, Svetislav Stefanovic, as chairman of the Association of Serbian
Writers and the PEN Club, railed in the collaborationist press against
the destructive work of Jews and their Communist supporters. In 1944,
following the liberation of Serbia from Nazi rule, he was executed by
the Communist resistance.59

Vlachs, Cincars and Other Deviations from the Racial

Norm: Croatian Gentlemen Scholars Envisage Race 

and Nation

In contrast to the technological and scientific pretensions of Yugoslav
racial ideology, rooted in a belief in the Eastern Slavic messianic tradi-
tion, Croatian racial concepts were rooted in nineteenth-century ideas
of nationalist exclusivity more common to the West. At the heart of
Croatian racial ideology was the nature of the relationship with the
Serbs living in Croatia and Bosnia, and what extreme Croatian nation-
alists often perceived to be a struggle for survival against them. Unlike
Yugoslav racial ideologues, who often worked at state research insti-
tutes and whose work was informed by twentieth-century notions about
progress and technology, Croatian ethnologists and anthropologists
were often solitary scholars whose ideas—at least until the 1930s—
remained outside the political and cultural mainstream. Intellectually
speaking, Croatian nationalists existed in the rarefied world of nine-
teenth-century gentlemen scholars, informed by the largely obsolete
values of the Habsburg era. To understand their mentality and ideas, 
it is necessary to explore the intellectual milieu in which their values
were formed. 

The father of Croatian nationalism and the founder of the nationalist
Croatian Party of Rights, Ante Starčevic (1823–1896), was the author
of a number of influential books on the national question. Whereas
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Starčevic, had written that the Muslims of Bosnia were the “purest” 
of Croats, he sometimes refused to acknowledge the existence of the
Serbs as a race, and even contended that many historical Serb figures
were, in fact, Croats. On the other hand, he argued that the Serbs were
a degenerate and inferior race, the ancestors of nomadic Vlach shep-
herds that had settled in Croatia and Bosnia in the fourteenth century
along with the arrival of the Ottoman army, acting as water carriers
and slaves.60 For Starčevic, drastic measures should be taken against
all Serbs. In order to save Croatia from annihilation and destruction,
they would have to be “exterminated from the nation.”61 

The idea that the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia were “racially inferior
Vlachs” and nomads gained common currency not only among nation-
alist intellectuals and writers, but also at the popular street level in
cities and towns, including the Croatian capital, Zagreb. Racist slogans
became a defining characteristic of the violent anti-Serb riots by the
followers of Josip Frank’s Pure Party of Rights, a virulently nationalist
and pro-Habsburg political faction at the turn of the twentieth century.
Indeed, such rhetoric was a standard feature of the Party’s newspa-
pers.62 Even the leader of the Croatian Peasant Party, Stjepan Radic
(1871–1928), argued that Bosnia was ethnically and racially Croatian
territory. In the 1908 study Živo hrvatsko pravo na Bosnu i Hercegovinu
(The Clear Right of Croatia to Bosnia and Herzegovina), he argued
that Croatia had a historical and ethnographical claim to Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Bosnian Muslims, he concluded, were Croatians accord-
ing to the laws of “ethnographical science;” they were “our people, by
their blood and by language [and] their disposition and integrity.”63

Bosnia was today “an organic part of the rest of Croatia and it will
soon, God willing, be an established fact.”64 

In 1904, anthropologist, archaeologist, and director of the Bosnian
Agricultural Museum in Sarajevo, Ciro Truhelka (1865–1942), pub-
lished a notorious text which reflected the distillation of these preju-
dices, Hrvatska Bosna: Mi i oni tamo (Croatian Bosnia: Us and Them
over There). His study provided an intellectual justification for the
expulsion of the Serbs from Bosnia, as advocated by extreme Croatian
nationalists. Truhelka emphasized the importance of Bosnia as a cul-
tural borderland between East and West, as well as between “blond-
haired Slavs and dark-skinned Vlachs, [and] between culturally pas-
sive and active tribes, Croats and Serbs, progress and stagnation, life
and death.”65 He also developed a pseudo-scientific racial definition of
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the supposed Vlach origins of the Serbs. Truhelka alleged that Vlachs
were, like the Jews, recognizable at a hundred paces: “whether he is
from Romania, Šumadija, or the Banat, from the Lika, or Srijem, or
Bosnia or Herzegovina, dress him in the clothes of the Shah of Persia,
and as soon as every intelligent child sees him [they] will exclaim:
‘There’s a Vlach!’” He noted that in Bosnia Muslims and Croats were
blond and blue-eyed, while the Orthodox Serbs were dark-skinned and
brown-eyed. The latter were also pigeon-chested; this contrasted with
the wide chests of the Balkan Muslims and Catholics. Moreover, the
shape of their skulls—dolichocephalic as opposed to the brachycephalic
skulls of Muslims and Catholics—implied that they were representa-
tives of an older, culturally less worthy race than were the Croats.
Anthropologically, Truhelka explained, Catholics and Muslims were
identical in genetic makeup, while Orthodox inhabitants represented “a
black-skinned, overwhelmingly dark, physically degenerate type.”66

Biology and race were also linked to character. If one ventured to
the villages, one could observe that the percentage of “fair, blue-eyed
and physically developed tribes” increased at an alarming rate, where-
as in cities, where capitalism was rife, the number of black-haired,
black-eyed and physically weak tribes was much greater: “This is the
best proof that the dark blood of the Orthodox of Bosnia spreads from
the towns and cities, from ‘plutocrat’ circles to the village,” he claimed.67

As a corollary, Truhelka wrote that the love of profit was a key feature
of the personality of the Vlach. He described how the Vlach made
money at the expense of others, buying property and becoming a land-
lord, acquisitive businessman, banker or broker, lending money “at
one hundred per cent interest on unsown corn, not undertaking any
work that is not motivated by at least fifty per cent pure interest.”68

Many affluent citizens had fallen victim to the avaricious impulses of
the Vlachs, and many a Beg or Aga fallen on hard times had found his
land seized by the “dirty fingernails” of the medieval Morloch, who
would boast in the “cafés or taverns in the towns of Bosnia” how the
time would come when the present Aga would work for him.69

Truhelka claimed that his study was not a polemical work. Yet, at
the same time, he believed that it should be made clear to patriotic
Croats that the Vlachs were socially dangerous. On arriving in the
Balkans, they had come across the homes of Croats and poured their
“dark blood” into the veins of one section of the native population.
Like some animals, the Vlachs were also incapable of evolving and
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were cultural parasites, unable to contribute anything meaningful to
society. Despite their cunning nature they were “sterile, stereotypical
and anthropologically inflexible, and susceptible to endemic tubercu-
losis and sterility, possessing weak physical and psychological consti-
tutions.”70 

With the assassination of the heir to the Habsburg throne, Archduke
Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo by a Serb member of Young Bosnia in
1914 and the subsequent declaration of war against Serbia, there was a
return to the extreme anti-Serb rhetoric that had characterized much of
Croatian nationalist discourse at the turn of the century. This was accom-
panied by mass riots against Serbian civilians, businesses and proper-
ties that resembled, according to a Sarajevo newspaper, “the aftermath
of the Russian pogroms.”71 During the next few months, nationalist
newspapers in Croatia returned to the aggressive rhetoric used earlier
against the Serb community in 1902, with one newspaper stating that
Croatia had declared “a war of life and death against the Serbs and their
permanent exile from Bosnia and Herzegovina.”72 In Bosnia itself, a
campaign of terror was being directed against the Serb population.
Large numbers of citizens were arrested and incarcerated in concentra-
tion camps where many later died, while others (including priests,
teachers and merchants), suspected of being nationalist sympathizers,
were hanged and their bodies left on the gallows as a warning to oth-
ers. Thereafter, troops formed from local Muslim and Croat popula-
tions, the Schutzkorps, Freikorps and Frankist legions, indulged in acts
of killing, violence and sadism against Bosnian Serb civilians.73 

Although it is unlikely that the young soldiers guilty of committing
atrocities against the Bosnian Serb community had read Truhelka’s
inflammatory arguments, his study, nonetheless, directly influenced
other writers. In 1917, Ivo Pilar (1874–1933), a lawyer from Tuzla,
published his study Die Südslawische Frage (The South Slav Question),
which appropriated many of Truhelka’s messages. Pilar argued that 
the South Slav problem was in fact a Serb problem—the Balkan and
Byzantine temperament of the Serbs had a negative impact upon the
development of the region. Like Truhelka, Pilar argued that Bosnia
was ethnically and politically Croat and that the Serbs of Bosnia were
not Serbs at all, but Vlachs brought to the region by the Turkish Otto-
mans. As a result, Croatia was fighting a “race war, a national, social
and economic war.”74 For him, the Serbs’ nomadic Vlach origins also
bestowed upon them certain distinctive personality traits. The Serbs,
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he wrote, had a covetous and pilfering nature, and they were untrust-
worthy businessmen in much the same way that the Jews had been,
constantly lusting after the goods and property of others. It was also 
a common feature of Vlachs to swindle others. This dishonesty was
reflected most notably in the Serbs’ claim to Bosnia: their envious and
greedy urges had led them to try and deny its status as a constituent
and legitimate part of Austro-Hungarian territory, and to grab it for
themselves. Conversely, the nature of Orthodoxy, with its aims of
regional domination, had also led to the ghettoization of the Serbs who
could not bear to live with other people of different faiths. This was
evident among the Serb population in Bosnia who had set themselves
apart from the Catholics and the Muslims. 

Pilar further contended that Vlachs only had the power and talent to
destroy things and this was why, in a period when “destructive, anti-
social and evil” instincts held sway, the Serbs had been recruited espe-
cially for the Ottoman army. Similarly, he believed that, as eternal
wanderers, the Serbs presented a mortal danger to the Balkans because
they were the leading instigators of plots, conspiracies and revolutions:
“How often was state conflict and regicide carried out in a peripatetic,
impatient, way!” he exclaimed. Worse still, their “migratory spirit”
meant that many of them had now settled in Zagreb, where they were
sure to outbreed the Croats. In short, there were no limits to Serb ambi-
tions; in order to avoid Serb domination, Bosnia should be annexed to
Croatia as soon as possible.75 

After the creation of the Yugoslav state in 1918, writers like Pilar
and Truhelka faded into relative obscurity and, in Pilar’s case, interest
in his work only persisted among nationalist students. Yet Pilar’s views
about the ensuing battle between the civilized West and the savage,
primitive East endured. Throughout the existence of interwar Yugo-
slavia, writers argued passionately about this subject. Some writers,
such as Miloš Djuric, believed that Yugoslavia should endeavor to
bring together the prime attributes associated with the West and the
East;76 in contrast, Milan Radeka wrote that Yugoslavs should simply
rise above the paradigms of East and West and create a new, Yugoslav
culture “as the only possible exit from the opposing ideologies of East
and West in whose shackles we still languish.”77 However, some Croa-
tian writers actively embraced the East. The novelist Dinko Šimunovic
(1873–1933) lauded the East for its primitiveness and “legends, poems
and mysticism.”78 Others, such as the literary critic Albert Haler
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(1883–1945), were undecided, but remained convinced that there were
no social or cultural distinctions between the East and the West.79

More commonly, however, interwar Croatian nationalists persisted
in adhering to Pilar’s nineteenth-century view that Croatia’s inclusion
in a Yugoslav state represented not merely its subjugation to a Greater
Serbia, but victory for the values of the Balkan East over those of the
European West. The most well known protagonist of the Croatian clash
of culture theory was the nationalist intellectual and former professor
of Anthropology at the University of Zagreb, Milan Šufflay (1879–
1931). In his writings, Šufflay, was obsessed by the ideas of “blood,”
“soil,” and the “white race,” which he believed was under threat by the
“yellow and Asiatic hordes.” Much like Pilar, he was influenced by the
writings of Oswald Spengler (1880–1936)—particularly his theory of
the decline and degeneration of the West—which Pilar adapted to the
situation in Yugoslavia. The idea that Serbs and Croats were too differ-
ent ever to live in the same state, let alone produce some kind of ethnic
synthesis, was a characteristic motif throughout his writings. For him,
Croats belonged to the civilized West and the Serbs to the East. In one
fairly typical essay of 1922, he wrote that Croatian national feeling
should listen to the voice of its blood, thus rejecting its Balkan alliance
with the Serbs: “The Croat name, the blood of Croatdom, does not
mean simply a nation! Here the blood of Croatdom means civilization.
Croatdom is a synonym for all that is beautiful and good that the Euro-
pean West created! (…) But in Dušan’s empire, in which it now finds
itself, it sees something that is worse than death, it sees the Balkani-
zation of the Croat nation (...) If Dušan’s empire were to become a fed-
eration, it would be a purely Balkan creation. In it Croatia would lose
the very thing which the Croatian Party of Rights considers its best
attribute and which Radic also considers its best attribute—it would
lose its instinct for Western culture and for humanity.”80

Šufflay also believed that Croat nationalism was far superior to the
nationalism of other nations. He argued, for example, that “Croatian
nationalism represents something far more important than the national-
ism of some borderless nation and is of far more worth to humanity
than integral Yugoslavism.” While philosophers, with some justifica-
tion, would maintain that nationalism was a negative force because it
resulted in “the division of humanity and the halting of progress” and
thus set humans against one other, so long as there remained “a fatal
gulf between the medieval East and the West”—and therefore, by
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extension, between Europe and Asia—Croatian nationalism was to be
applauded. Unlike other nationalisms, the Croat type was not simply a
form of regional patriotism, but also distinguished itself as one of the
strongest bulwarks of a Western civilization under threat from the
East. It meant “not only love towards the mother earth and the Croat
homeland,” but also “loyal service to the white West.”81

In 1931, members of the youth group Young Yugoslavia assassinat-
ed Šufflay. His murder occasioned international condemnation and
outrage from, among others, Albert Einstein, and Heinrich Mann of the
German League for the Rights of Man. Shortly afterwards, students
from the Croatian University Club Association produced an English-
language pamphlet, How the Croatian Savant, Professor of University
Dr. Milan Šufflay, was Murdered by the Serbian Royal Dictatorship, in
which they appealed to European public opinion to recognize that the
murder of Šufflay was the result of endeavors to build an absolutist
South Slav state. In such a state, the “European culture” of Croatia and
the Croatians was to be replaced by Serbian suzerainty, in which
“orthodox, byzantine, oriental-asiatic and oldturc (sic) political and
social traditions” had been subsumed into a system “not only contrary,
but also odious to European culture.” The pamphlet explained that
Šufflay needed to be murdered by Slav nationalists, both as a personal-
ity who had had a great impact on the direction of Croatian national
affairs, and as an intellectual who had “understood better than anyone
else the abyss which separates European culture from the Balkan
Byzantine region.”82

By the late 1930s, the relationship between Serbs and Croats had
deteriorated even further. For many Croatian nationalist scholars and
writers, Truhelka’s ideas about the Vlach origin of Bosnian Serbs once
again gained widespread popularity, as nationalists became ever more
explicit in their desires for an independent Greater Croatia that would
include Bosnia. The idea that Serbs were the descendants of the Vlachs
was a traditional Croatian nationalist belief, extending back genera-
tions. However, this does not mean that Yugoslav scientists and anthro-
pologists did not recognize the existence of the Vlachs. For writers
such as Vladimir Corovic (1885–1941), the nomadic sheep-herding
Vlachs—called “Black Vlachs,” “Karovlachs” or “Morlachs”—were
absorbed into the Slav society in which they settled. While there were
still traces of the Vlachs in Yugoslav place names, over time the term
“Vlach” came to mean anyone involved in shepherding.83 Others were
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not as certain, including Dušan Popovic, an academic at the University
of Belgrade. The publication of his controversial 1937 study about the
Vlachs of central Serbia appeared to confirm the negative personality
and racial characteristics ascribed to the Vlachs, while also suggesting
that many of the current Serb rulers and influential personalities in the
arts, military and politics were descendants of Vlachs and Cincars.84

Although Popovic made it clear that the Vlachs had many good quali-
ties too, his book nevertheless outraged some groups. Jovan Tomic of
the Serbian Royal Academy of Sciences and Arts accused Popovic of
exaggeration. Popovic replied with the publication of a second vol-
ume, containing new findings and a long list of Vlach families with
illustrious members in Serbia. “They told me I am exaggerating ‘Cin-
carism’. Here is my answer,” he declared testily.85 

One of the student signatories of the pamphlet protesting against
the murder of Šufflay, Mladen Lorkovic (1909–1945), had been a stu-
dent of law at the time; later he became a prominent member of the
fascist Croatian party, the Ustasha movement. In 1939, on the eve of
the creation of a semi-independent Croatian Banovina, Lorkovic pub-
lished a geo-political and ethnic study of Croatia under the title Narod
i zemlja Hrvata (The Nation and Lands of the Croats). The book rein-
forced many existing ideas concerning racial biology in Croatia. He
wrote, for example, that Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia had descended
from Vlachs and Cincars brought to the region by the Turkish army
and converted to the Serbian Orthodox Church. However, he also
alleged that many other Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia were actually
Croats, who had been forcibly converted to Orthodoxy in Herzegovina
after Catholic priests had fled.86 Lorkovic’s study was not alone in
alleging that a large majority of Catholics had converted to Orthodoxy
with the arrival of the Ottomans in the sixteenth century. Two years
earlier, Krunoslav Draganovic, a Catholic priest, had published a study
in which he asserted that Serbs had outnumbered Croats in Bosnia
through their conversion to Orthodoxy. Draganovic further explained
that Orthodox priests in Bosnia, accompanied by “Vlach shepherds
and frontier Morlochs,” had taken “our living space.” The settlers,
“Slav-Romanian-Albanian hybrids,” were of a “violent Dinaric type,”
and were “dark nomadic Slav elements of a very alien blood.”87 There
were also accusations from other clerical writers that the Yugoslav
government was deliberately trying to destroy the Catholic Croats
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demographically through a variety of means, such as encouraging
Catholic girls to marry Orthodox Serb soldiers garrisoned in Croatia
and Bosnia; building Orthodox churches in the centre of Catholic
areas; under-funding Catholic cultural and educational initiatives; ban-
ning Catholic youth organizations; and preventing the opening of new
Catholic schools.88 Other nationalist writers accused the Yugoslav
government of using other methods, including military service and
promoting the concept of the modern family, all to prevent breeding
and reduce the birth rate of the native Croat population.89 

As a corollary to this argument, Lorkovic also argued that Bosnian
Muslims were the purest of Croatians, and that Bosnia was a Croat land
“by virtue of its ethnicity, people, its language, state regions and tradi-
tions.” For Lorkovic, the fact that, in their history, the Muslims and
Catholics of Bosnia had fought each other was “the greatest tragedy 
of the Croatian past that had serious consequences which we are still
coming to terms with, and while the Islamic and Christian Croats shed
blood, part of their land was settled by non-Croat elements.” At the
same time, the bravery with which Croats had fought for both Islam
and Christianity showed that they were a strong race: “A people of
weak blood, of polluted racial stock, of small lands and poor numbers
would not have been able to demonstrate evidence of their life force
and greatness in the way in which the Croats of the two faiths [Muslim
and Catholic] did as they battled on opposite sides of the world barri-
cades.”90 Lorkovic also suggested that the Croats might be of Iranian
descent mixed with Slav blood. He based this idea on the etymological
origin of the word Hrvat (Croat). The author claimed that it was based
on the Iranian word “Hu-urvatha,” meaning “friend.” The Croat love
of horses, which they shared with the Iranians rather than the Slavs,
supposedly proved the Iranian origin of the Croats. The Bogumils—a
heretical Christian sect in medieval Bosnia and Herzegovina whose
faith, Bogumilism, was said to have been practised by many Bosnians
who later converted to Islam—were also, the author wrote, an Iranian
sect. There also existed, he continued, many words of Iranian origin in
the Croat language.91 

However, Lorkovic’s main concern was not the historical greatness
of the Croats but rather their current demographic weakness—at least
in relation to the alien Serbs—in regions that were historically Croat.
Due to a combination of factors, including the emigration of Croats
and the exponential birth rate among Serbs, especially in Bosnia and
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Dalmatia, the very existence of the Croatian nation was perceived to
be threatened.92 Lorkovic pointed out that there were more Croats 
living in America than in Dalmatia and Istria, and that 24 per cent of
Croats lived outside Croatia. Moreover, 2.5 million non-Croats lived 
in the heart of the Croat lands, with slightly less than 2 million Croats
living elsewhere. This meant that lands the Croats had considered to
belong to them for centuries had now been surrendered to other nation-
alities, resulting in the “collapse of their biological strength.” To reme-
dy this parlous situation, Lorkovic recommended colonizing Croatia’s
borders in the East, since this would help to create a culturally and eth-
nically united nation: Croats, he wrote, could not protect the purity and
strength of their nation if they were to give up a quarter of their nation-
al living space or, as Lorkovic put it, their “national organism.”93

Reviews of Lorkovic’s book suggested that the themes discussed
therein had struck a chord among nationalists. The travel writer and
cultural commentator Dragutin Gjuric lauded the book for rejecting
Pan-Slav romanticism and instead developing the concept that the
Croats were an original Iranian-Slav race with an independent history
and the right to an independent state. Gjuric was especially keen to
highlight how Lorkovic’s book had discussed the problem of Croatian
cultural and ethnic unity in the face of pressure from “foreign influ-
ences.” Although the strength of Croat national consciousness had
enabled them to withstand five centuries of Turkish rule, as a result of
their precarious position on the border between East and West, under
the rule of the Ottomans the Vlach element had become entrenched in
the region. In supporting Lorkovic, Gjuric pointed out that it was nec-
essary to “return the Croat soil to the Croat people.”94

The contention that the Serbs of Bosnia and Croatia were a racially
alien and unstable ethnic element, one endangering the cause of Croat-
dom, was an idea rooted in nineteenth-century Croatian nationalist 
ideology. This does not mean to say that Croatian nationalists were
immune to the influence of contemporary political ideologies like fas-
cism and, above all, National Socialism, in the articulation of their ide-
ology. For example, extreme nationalists such as Stjepan Buc (1888–
1975), editor of Nezavisnost (Independence), and the clerical journalist
Kerubin Šegvic (1867–1945)—much to the amusement of certain sec-
tions of the state press—wrote books declaring that Croats were not
Slavs but were instead people of Gothic and Nordic origin, destined to
rule the world.95
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With the fortieth anniversary of Starčevic’s death in 1936, the sepa-
ratist intelligentsia in Croatia took the opportunity to reassess his work.
In a speech to university students in 1936, Buc reinvented Starčevic as
a National Socialist. Analogous to Hitler’s attitude towards the Jews,
the father of Croatian nationalism had recognized that the Serbs were
not only of “foreign blood” and “sick racial mongrels,” but that their
degenerate behavior was an expression of the “voice of their blood.”
In order for Croatia to be liberated from these foreigners, thereby sav-
ing the nation from annihilation and extermination, the Croats would
first need to develop “blood and race pride”; and second, they would
need to build a future Croatian race on the basis of the finest “biologi-
cal elements” of the nation.96 A year later, Filip Lukas, a prominent
member of Croatia’s most prestigious cultural organization Matica
Hrvatska (The Croatian Queen Bee), declared that the nation was a
blood community rooted in spiritual and biological unity. He pro-
claimed Starčevic to be a warrior against the degeneracy, disease and
decadence of urban life as exemplified by the Serbs, in addition to
championing the village as the source of the physical renewal of the
nation. An opponent of the theory of the Slav origin of the Croats and
an advocate of an ethnically pure Croatia, Lukas asserted that Starče-
vic comprehended the need to “compress from the biology of our race
the conditions of our most necessary existence.”97 

Nevertheless, the hostility towards the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia
implicit in Croat racial theories during the 1920s and 1930s became
more aggressive and threatening following the establishment of the
Croatian Banovina in September 1939, when members of the Serb com-
munity, led by leading personalities of the Serbian Orthodox Church,
began to demand regional autonomy. The idea provoked outrage among
extreme Croat nationalists, especially because large parts of Bosnia
had not been included in the Banovina. Thus when Serbs from the
Vukovar region demanded to be allowed to join “Dunavska Banovina,”
the leading nationalist newspaper in Croatia, Hrvatski narod (The Croa-
tian Nation), fumed that this was out of the question as, ethnologically
speaking, the area had always belonged to the Croats. The newspaper
pointed ominously to many historical examples of the “resolution of
the question of national minorities,” including the expulsion of the
Greeks from Turkey.98 Other articles from the same journal concen-
trated on the foreignness of the Serbs, either as colonial settlers after
the end of the Great War, or as Gypsy lackeys of the invading Turks.
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Despite what Serbs called themselves now and what erudite professors
of history insisted that they were, the truth was, argued another article,
they were what they had always been: “Turkish mercenaries,” “Mor-
lochs,” a “Turkish horde” and an “émigré minority” who had been 
settled in order to “terrorize” the Catholic population. In the coming
Croat state, these Vlachs would be afforded all the rights accorded to
national minorities, “but this national minority would not call itself
‘Serb’ but ‘Vlach’ which in truth it is.”99 

The journalist Luka Grbic pointed out that—despite the treacherous
nature of the Vlach-Serbs who had always sided with Croatia’s ene-
mies—this group had gained positions in the Banovina government of
Vladko Maček where they, yet again, deliberately worked to the detri-
ment of the Croatian nation. Since Croatia was to be an ethnically
homogeneous state, the Serbs, like all other national minorities, should
be happy with the rights accorded to them: “Whoever is not content
with this, let him emigrate from the Croatian lands because the Croats
did not invite them to come to their lands but, on the contrary, they
arrived without their knowledge and against their wishes. They need to
be grateful to the Croats who suffered them and gave them bread, and
not dare to initiate anti-Croatian propaganda intended for the exercise
of power. The Croat nation will not allow foreigners to rule over them
in their own house.”100

During the late 1930s, Croatian nationalists intensified their efforts
to persuade public opinion that Bosnian Muslims were in fact Croats,
and that Bosnia should be included in any future Croat state. They
took their lead from racial anthropologists like Truhelka who, unlike
Pilar, had continued to publish his scientific findings in specialist jour-
nals. Truhelka was persistent in his assertion that Bosnian Catholics
and Muslims were racially distinct from the Greek Eastern Orthodox
ethnic group, by virtue of the latter’s dark hair.101 Nationalist students
at the University of Zagreb continued to disseminate the idea that Mus-
lims were in fact Croats. On 21 April 1939, as Vladko Maček (1879–
1964), leader of the Croatian Peasant Party, and Dragiša Cvetkovic
(1893–1969), the Yugoslav prime minister, met to negotiate the cre-
ation of an autonomous Croatia, radical student clubs in Zagreb, led by
Grga Ereš (1912–1947), Jusuf Okic and Muhamed Hadžijahic (1918–
1986), convened a conference to declare that Bosnia was a Croatian
land and should be included in any future Croatian state. A resolution
declared that otherwise a section of the inhabitants of Bosnia would
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fall under the power of “immigrant Serb elements.” In an effort to
avoid pervasive Serbian influence, the resolution further stated that it
would not allow Bosnia to be separated in the event of any agreement
between Belgrade and Zagreb. These radical students insisted that a
united Bosnia within a greater Croatia was essential to the liberation of
the Croatian people; without it, a Croat state was doomed to failure.
For the students, the racial kinship of Catholics and Muslims was also
important. They argued that Catholics and Muslims—the most ethni-
cally pure segment of Croatdom—were blood brothers, comprising a
clear majority over the “immigrant Vlach-Greek Eastern or Serb ele-
ments.”102 

Other Croatian nationalist youth groups expounded similar initia-
tives; their aim was to convince Muslim youths that they were in fact
Croats. In 1938, a group of students calling themselves the “Croatian
Youth of Herzeg Bosnia” began publishing a journal, Sbornik hrvatske
omladine Herceg-Bosne (The Anthology of the Croatian Youth of
Herzeg-Bosnia), dedicated to Croatia’s rightful claim to Bosnia and
Herzegovina. In one article, the editor, Munir Šahinovic-Ekremov
(1900–1945), wrote that if Bosnian Muslims were not Croats, then
“Croat politics has no serious prospect of lasting establishment in this
land.”103 However, he also wrote that Croat politicians were making
great efforts to gain the allegiance of Muslims. Important circles 
of Croat society placed great stress on the Muslims as “a special and
particularly important part of the Croatian nation.” Despite the work 
of nationalist intellectuals, journalists and politicians, Šahinovic-Ekre-
mov insisted that they needed to do more to reach out to the Muslims
in order to underline the racial kinship existing between Croats and
Muslims. Despite Croatia’s historical claims to Bosnia, Muslims were
also racially Croat; therefore, the claim to Bosnia was not merely his-
torical but based on “racial-biological knowledge.”104 

Writing in the pages of Plava Revija (The Blue Review), Halid
Čausevic, a young Muslim intellectual and member of the sub-com-
mittee of Matica Hrvatska, affirmed the view that the Serbs in Bosnia
were “Cincars, Vlachs, Serbs, Black Vlachs and others” who had occu-
pied Croat living space.105 Yet in the same journal, H. Bošnjak com-
plained that outside of a few metropolitan centers such as Tuzla,
Sarajevo and Mostar, few Muslims believed that they were Croats and
were largely unconscious of their Croat identity; for this, he blamed
the attitude of many Catholics towards Muslims. Čausevic argued that
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a new, conscious young Muslim public worker, freed from the modern
vices of selfishness and corruption, was needed to guide the majority
of young Muslims towards a greater Croat consciousness. Entering
into public life as nationally conscious Croats, Muslim youths would
in time realize that they were indistinguishable from Croats “in racial
characteristics, speech, culture, feelings and writings.”106 

By the late 1930s, such ideas were not simply the currency of a
nationalist intelligentsia or groups of radical students, but were shared
more widely across Croatian society. For example, like many on the
right of the Croatian Peasant Party, Maček believed that most Serbs in
Croatia and Bosnia were Vlachs; Muslims, by contrast, were ethnically
pure Croats. Speaking on the occasion of the visit of a delegation of
Muslim peasants to Zagreb in 1937, Maček affirmed that Bosnia was
part of the old Croat Kingdom and that Muslims were Croatian blood
brothers. He urged Muslims to be loyal to Croatdom, proclaiming that:
“they carried in their souls Croatian national consciousness, imbibed
with their mothers’ milk.”107

By 1939 Croatia was an autonomous state within Yugoslavia, where
such notions had become an integral part of political discourse. In the
increasingly separatist atmosphere of the Croatian Banovina, the activ-
ities of the extreme nationalist intelligentsia and its supporting political
parties were initially tolerated, as was the promotion of fascist and
National Socialist ideas; yet at the same time, the government of the
Banovina favored harsh and repressive measures against Communist
and left-wing groups, as well as minority groups within the nascent
state. By 1940, however, government officials were reporting with evi-
dent concern that, not only were Ustasha sympathizers and nationalist
followers infiltrating economic, social, and cultural organizations in
Croatia, but radical nationalist parties and organizations were becom-
ing increasingly popular with the Croatian masses, especially among
the peasantry and working classes—an assertion confirmed in the local
elections that summer. In such a politically unstable climate, the gov-
ernment in the Banovina arrested leading nationalists and Ustasha
activists within Croatia, who were deemed dangerous contenders for
the leadership of Croatia by prominent members of the Peasant Party.
Simultaneously, however, the Peasant Party attempted to co-opt the
nationalist message and dilute its appeal. In a nationalist semi-inde-
pendent state in which Serbs were being treated as aggressive foreign-
ers by many of the nationalist newspapers in Croatia as well as, in-
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creasingly, being denied their elementary rights, it is small wonder that
when the fascist Ustasha movement came to power in April 1941, they
found a receptive audience for their ideas about race and nation. 

Conclusions

Croatian and Yugoslav theories of race were profoundly different, and
in many respects inimical to one another. What the racial philosophy
of integral Yugoslavism wished to create, Croatian nationalism sought
to destroy, with the latter conceptualizing the Yugoslav “nation” as an
artificial, pseudo-scientific Trojan horse for Greater Serbia. In opposi-
tion to the creation of a new nation, Croatian nationalists sought the
return of the medieval Croatian kingdom, denoting a return to a period
before “Vlachs” and “Gypsies” polluted Croatian living space. Rather
than relying on the modern concepts of racial science as propagated by
state health and hygiene institutes, Croatian nationalist ethnography
relied on the pioneering work and research of respected individuals
like the professional anthropologist Truhelka, and the amateur ethnog-
rapher Pilar. For all the rhetorical adoption (and in some cases ideas)
of the National Socialist biologically determined understanding of
nation and race, these men were arguably influenced far more by tradi-
tional nationalist stereotypes and arcane folklore than by the certainties
of science. 

In other respects, Croatian and Yugoslav racial theories resembled
each other more closely. For example, the Croatian nationalist embrace
of Bosnian Muslims and the belief that they were ethnic and racial
“blood brothers” to some extent replicated the official Yugoslav slogan
of brotherhood, harmony, and the mixing of the races. Ultimately,
however, the two ideologies significantly differed. While Yugoslav
racial ideology far more openly embraced eugenicist and biological
concepts of race, its ideas also reflected the utopian and ambitious
vision of academics, scientists and intellectuals, who believed that sci-
ence and modernity could be used to create a synthetic Yugoslav
nation from which all traces of tribal hatred and internecine struggle
could finally be eradicated and replaced by a new Yugoslav person. 

By contrast, Croatian racial theory reflected the mindset of those
who felt threatened, marginalized and powerless. Largely eschewing
the advances of science, Croatian nationalist anthropologists, academ-
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ics and amateur scientists together believed that Croatia was endan-
gered by alien and racially inferior foreigners, whose very presence
would result in the annihilation of the nation from within. Only an eth-
nically and racially pure Croatia could preserve its national identity.
The writings of Truhelka, Šufflay and Pilar were influenced by the
conviction that Serbs and Croats could not live together due to their
disparate cultural practices and opposing racial characteristics. Need-
less to say, the idea that Croats emerged from a racially superior and
more civilized culture did indeed dominate their writing. Ultimately,
their ideas were far more dangerous than those of Yugoslavism, since
they were predicated on the demonization—and to some extent the
dehumanization—of a specific ethnic community within Croatia, and
Yugoslavia, generally. Šufflay, Truhelka and others did not create the
fascist Ustasha movement. After all, their basic ideas concerning race
and the nation were part of a wider nationalist consensus by 1941.
However, their philosophies, as Mile Starčevic pointed out, directly
inspired the racial notions of Croatian fascism, and, more importantly,
their writings created an intellectual atmosphere in which genocide
could be legitimated. One question thus persists: Could it be that an
eccentric group of nineteenth-century gentlemen scholars inspired a
movement of Croatian barbarians? 
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landova (Pilarova) ‘Južnoslavenskog pitanja’,” Hrvatska revija 17, 9 (1944),
457–471.
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venska njiva 3, 22 (1919), 461–462; and Edo Markovic, “Moralno ozdravljenje
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Zadružena štamparija, 1935), 613–614. 
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41 Branimir Maleš, “O Dinardirima svetle kompleksija,” Glasnik centralnog

higijenskog zavoda 17 (1934), 136–144. 
42 Stefanovic, “Za zdravstveno podizanje sela,” 3. 
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Anthropological Discourse and Eugenics 

in Interwar Greece

Sevasti Trubeta

During the 1920s, the decade in which anthropology was developed
and institutionalized in Greece, the discipline was—as was the case 
in the rest of Europe—inextricably linked with politics. Moreover,
anthropology was connected to the eugenic movement, as well as to
population and racial studies. From its inception, Greek anthropology
reflected both national ideas and those notions common in the rest of
Europe, particularly in France and Germany, which had a significant
impact on the evolution of anthropology in Greece.1

This chapter will analyze and discuss the context in which anthro-
pology and eugenics emerged and developed in interwar Greece, in
addition to considering the most important events in the establishment
of anthropology as a discipline, its institutionalization, and its leading
proponents. The Greek Anthropological Association (Ελληνικη′
Ανθρωπολογικη′ Εταιρει′α), and its contribution to the dissemination
of anthropological discourse, will be the central focus of this chapter.
This association was a unique institution in which science and politics
intermingled, and within which concepts of the nation were discussed
in relation to physical anthropology and race. Moreover, close atten-
tion will be devoted to those members of the Greek Anthropological
Association who participated in debates on eugenics.

In Greek, “phili” (φυλη′), which is usually translated as “race,” rep-
resents the merger of racial and national ideas. As a term, “phili” was
associated with the concept of the nation, but it also had naturalistic,
biological, and racial connotations.2 In the interwar period, the racial
implications of “phili” were stressed. On the one hand, this reflected
the intellectual trends relating to race prevalent in Europe at the time;
however, on the other hand it resulted from attempts to refute theories
about Greek racial inferiority and racial impurity. In this sense, anthro-
pology was used to assert the link between modern Greeks and their
supposed Hellenic ancestors.



The Emergence of Greek Anthropology

Typical of the emergence of physical anthropology elsewhere in Europe,
the interplay of archaeology and medicine proved of primary impor-
tance for the development of anthropology in Greece. In short, physi-
cians institutionalized the discipline. However, archaeologists may be
considered as scientific precursors to anthropologists because they
provided the foundation for anthropological research. The interplay
between archaeology and medicine is clearly reflected in the activities
of individuals who played a central role in the establishment of anthro-
pology as a scientific discipline in Greece, such as Clon Stephanos
(1834–1915) and his successor, Ioannis Koumaris (1879–1970).3

After studying medicine in Athens, Stephanos completed his educa-
tion in Paris with the study La Grèce au Point de Vue Naturel, Ethno-
logique, Anthropologique, Démographique et Médical (Greece from a
Natural, Ethnological, Anthropological, Demographic, and Medical
Point of View).4 For the rest of his life Stephanos devoted himself to
anthropological and archaeological investigations, including directing
excavations and collecting skeletal remains from various sites in Greece.
In 1886, he established a Museum of Anthropology at the University
of Athens, which he directed until his death in 1915. In the same year,
a chair in anthropology was created in the faculty of medicine at the
University of Athens in Stephanos’s honour, and in recognition of his
commitment to scientific research. Stephanos died, however, before 
he was able to take up the chair. Ioannis Koumaris was promoted to a
professorship in his place, although he did not occupy the chair “for
political reasons,” as he noted in his autobiography.5 Ten years later, in
1925, another independent chair of physical anthropology was estab-
lished at the University of Athens. 

Koumaris studied medicine, anatomy and surgery in Athens; later
he continued his medical education in Berlin (1906–1908) and Paris
(1908). He gradually became familiar with physical anthropology, pre-
historic anthropology and ethnology in Paris, Brussels, Vienna, Munich,
Berlin and Rome.6 The work of Clon Stephanos had provided the rudi-
ments necessary for establishing and institutionalizing physical anthro-
pology in Greece, while Ioannis Koumaris shaped its development
well into the 1970s. Indeed, Koumaris held many positions: he was
director of the Museum of Anthropology (1915–1950); he held the
first Chair of Physical Anthropology at the University of Athens
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(1925–1949); and he was co-founder and director (1922–1928) of the
journal Ιατρικη′ (Medicine), the publication of the Association of
Medical Scientists (Ιατρικη′ Εταιρει′α). One of his most important
achievements was the founding of the Greek Anthropological
Association in 1924, of which he became life president. 

Koumaris aimed to model Greek anthropology on the latest scien-
tific developments in the rest of Europe. By way of acknowledging the
varied character of the discipline, he advocated dividing anthropology
into sub-disciplines. His primary motivation was the establishment of
different museums for physical anthropology, ethnology and palaeon-
tology, using the material held in the collections of the Museum of
Anthropology in Athens as a basis for each sub-discipline. Koumaris
also campaigned to rename the existing Museum of Ethnology (Εθνο−
λογικο Μουσει′ο) the National and Historical Museum (Εθνικο′ και
Iστορικο′ Μουσει′ο) in an attempt to stress the distinct character of
these scientific disciplines. The importance he attributed to this trans-
formation is attested by Koumaris’s constant collaboration with state
institutions, as well as by publicized efforts in both the scientific and
popular press. 

The Chair of Anthropology at the University of Athens

In his inaugural lecture as professor of anthropology (22 May 1925),
Koumaris outlined the purpose of the chair and of anthropology in
general.7 He also expressed his heartfelt respect for his predecessor
Stephanos, not merely as the founder of the discipline in Greece, 
but also as its most important anthropologist. With the exception of
Stephanos’s work, Koumaris contended, there had been no anthropo-
logical studies of the “Hellenic phili.”8 Stephanos’s greatest achieve-
ment, according to Koumaris, was his accumulation of the basic mate-
rials necessary for the establishment of Greek anthropology, and of the
Museum of Anthropology, which soon became a leading institution in
the field.9

Koumaris consistently referred to anthropology as a science meant
to serve the Greek nation. Furthermore, he considered the Chair in
Physical Anthropology to be a prerequisite for the establishment and
development of this discipline in Greece, and, thereby, for the educa-
tion of a new generation of researchers. In addressing the overlap
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between archaeology, human medicine and anthropology, Koumaris
delineated the latter’s tasks and distinguishing characteristics. Crucial to
the development of anthropology was its interaction with medicine,
despite fundamental differences between the two. Although medicine
offered important cognitive and practical tools for anthropology, the
latter prevailed over the former by investigating man not as an individ-
ual but as a collective, as part of a larger group.10 In spite of this fun-
damental difference, both disciplines complemented each other because
anatomy formed the basis of physical anthropology, thus providing
necessary skills for anthropological exploration. 

The new generation of anthropologists Koumaris hoped to train
under his direction would be able, after having acquired the necessary
skills, “to select somatic information on contemporary Greeks, but also
on mores and traditions that have ceased to exist in the course of the
civilizing process.”11 The tasks of these new scientists would include
fieldwork not only about the “dead,” but also about “living compatri-
ots”—those that were “either members of isolated groups or populations
living on the borders with other peoples, our current friends or enemies,
or perhaps one-time relatives or strangers of our phili. They have to
look for elements of ancient civilization and to preserve the remains of
our remote ancestors.”12 Koumaris argued that in training anthropolo-
gists in this fashion, the Chair of Physical Anthropology would ulti-
mately contribute not only to Greek, but also to international, science. 

The Foundation of the Greek Anthropological Association

The founding of the Greek Anthropological Association on 1 June 1924
brought the natural sciences and the humanities under one institutional
roof, one later developed into a forum for integrated science and the
discussion of European trends. Compared to the rest of Europe, the
founding of an anthropological society in Greece occurred relatively
late.13 The Greek Anthropological Association was thus heralded as an
institution both filling the existing gap between Greek and European
science, and contributing to the modernization of Greek science. Com-
menting upon this relatively late development, Koumaris claimed that
the Greek association, with its forty-eight founding members, was a
high-quality institution in comparison with older European associa-
tions, which were notably smaller.14
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Indicative of the auspicious beginnings of the Greek Anthropologi-
cal Association is the fact that the prime minister of Greece, Alexan-
dros Papanastasiou (1876–1936), presided over its inaugural session.
Papanastasiou, co-founder of the association, liberal politician and one
of the leading proponents of modernism, was also an influential intel-
lectual and founder of the Sociological Association (Κοινωνιολογικη′
Εταιρει′α), which, in 1916, became the Association of Political and
Social Studies (Εταιρει′α των Κοινωνικω′ ν και Πολιτικω′ ν Σπουδω′ ν).
In his opening speech Papanastasiou remarked that the founding of the
Anthropological Association was important not only in scientific but
also in national terms: one of its main tasks was to “ascertain the vari-
ous philetic elements which constitute the modern Greek nation.”15

The association was to conduct systematic anthropological studies so
as to provide scientific evidence for proving the philetic continuity of
the Greeks “who, though they had always been mixing with other peo-
ples, had never lost their continuity.”16 The Anthropological Associa-
tion was thus conceived as an institution that would fulfil a public
desideratum. Papanastasiou hoped that the Association of Political and
Social Studies and the newly founded Anthropological Association
would co-operate and complement each other’s work.17

Anthropology and Medicine

To be sure, anthropology was conceived in broad terms in the 1920s. It
was regarded as a universal science, concerned with the “exploration
of human nature in its entirety.”18 This state of affairs was reflected 
in Koumaris’s intention, as expressed at the founding session of the
Greek Anthropological Association, to bring a wide spectrum of disci-
plines under the umbrella of anthropology, including “physical” and
“mental” anthropology, “human palaeontology,” “zoological anthro-
pology,” “ethnogeny,” “comparative ethnography,” “ethnology,” “pre-
historic anthropology,” “linguistics,” “religious studies,” “ethics,”
“social psychology,” “criminal anthropology,” “eugenics,” and “racial
hygiene.” Such an extensive and elaborate conception of anthropology
annoyed Papanastasiou, who responded to Koumaris’s inaugural speech
by suggesting that the Greek Anthropological Association should instead
concentrate on its “own field.”19
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Papanastasiou’s remark is symptomatic of the then prevailing dis-
agreement about the scope of anthropology, in Greece as well as in
Europe. Koumaris explained his standpoint one year later when he took
up the Chair of Physical Anthropology at the University of Athens.20

He began his inaugural speech by outlining the varied definitions of
anthropology and its scope, and suggested that anthropology was situ-
ated in the “broader field of biology,” thereby constituting a sub-disci-
pline which he called the “biology of the human species.” Attributing a
universal character to anthropology, Koumaris defined it as “humanity’s
natural history in every time and every place,” one able to embrace
those disciplines that did not deal with the individual but were con-
cerned with “human groups (Hominiden), their past and future, as well
as collective human acts.”21 Koumaris may well have been influenced
by the definition of anthropology as the “natural history of hominids in
their spatial and temporal expansion” offered by the German anthro-
pologist Rudolf Martin (1864–1925).22 However, Koumaris criticized
Martin for defining anthropology too narrowly since, as the former
argued, this discipline should not be regarded as limited to the “nature
or morphology of man” but should go beyond these limits in order to
investigate the “psyche, that means the expressions of the intellect.”23

Koumaris further distinguished between psychological anthropology
on the one hand, including ethnology, psycho-sociology, folklore, 
religious studies, linguistics and criminal anthropology; and physical
anthropology on the other, which encompassed the disciplines of “zoo-
logical anthropology, anatomical anthropology and others.”24

Anthropology, for Koumaris, was a “disinterested science” aiming
at the proliferation of theoretical knowledge and its practical imple-
mentation in racial hygiene and eugenics. Eugenics was a matter of
“practical targets” and, as such, it strove for “the correction of the
human species by means of selection and after freeing the world from
superstitions and the consequences of unreasonable traditions.”25

Koumaris’s understanding of race and eugenics followed the anthropo-
logical discourse developed in the aftermath of the First World War, in
which anthropology was understood as a discipline allied to population
science (Bevölkerungswissenschaft).26 Koumaris helped popularize the
discipline in so far as he believed that anthropology should be extend-
ed beyond the limited academic sphere to broader society. In order to
implement this idea, he disseminated information about anthropology
to the general public by various means, including the press.27
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The Greek Anthropological Association: Membership

and Internal Debates

The Greek Anthropological Association attracted a wide range of intel-
lectuals and other prominent figures. Founding members included the
diplomat, politician and intellectual, Phillipos Dragoumis (1890–1980);
the left-wing intellectual and pedagogue, Dimitris Glinos (1882–1943);
and the Minister of Education, Ioannis Lymperopoulos. Those on the
honorary membership list included August Rutot (Brussels); Georges
Papillault (Paris); André Forster (Strasbourg); Carl M. Fürst (Lund),
and Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark. In 1928, the chairman of 
the Austrian Speleological Society for the Investigation of Caverns,
Adalbert Markovits (Markovich) (1897–1941), joined the association.
On Koumaris’s recommendation, Ilse Schwidetzky (1907–1997) also
became a member, officially joining at the session of 7 April 1937 while
visiting the Museum of Anthropology in Athens. 

With the exception of Markovits, who participated actively in asso-
ciation sessions by giving several lectures,28 the members mentioned
above only appeared in the membership list by name and did not con-
tribute to debates within the association. Although the membership of
the association was composed predominantly of physicians and natural
scientists, social scientists and scholars from the humanities also joined
the association. Its prominent members included Byzantine specialist
Konstantinos Amantos (1870–1960)—recorded in the membership list,
however, as an “ethnologist”29; Phaidon Koukoules (1881–1956),30

the linguist and editor of the Historical Dictionary of Greek Language,
Nikolaos P. Andriotis (1906–1976)31; and professor of criminology at
the University of Athens, Konstantinos Gardikas (1896–1984). Archae-
ological and other relevant scientific issues were often discussed in the
sessions, as illustrated by the presentations given by Georgios Mylonas
(1898–1987)—who later became professor of archaeology in the US—
and G. Pournaropoulos (1908–1992), a physician concerned with the
relationship between archaeology and anthropology.

Many of the physicians involved in the Greek Anthropological Asso-
ciation were affiliated with state and educational institutions and exert-
ed a strong influence on politics. Some of the most influential of these
physicians included Emmanuel Lampadarios (1882–1943),32 professor
of pediatrics and, after 1911, head of the Office for the School of Hy-
giene (founded in 1908) at the Ministry of Education; Konstantinos
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Savvas (1861–1929), the first professor of hygiene and microbiology
at the University of Athens; and the anatomist Giorgos Sklavounos
(1869–1954). Notwithstanding these other luminaries, until he died in
1970 Koumaris remained the central figure in the Greek Anthropolo-
gical Association. His death marked the end of an era for anthropology
in Greece, and, above all, for the Greek Anthropological Association.33

Eugenics and Race

Debates within the Greek Anthropological Association reflected, to a
great extent, the state of affairs in anthropological discourse in the rest
of Europe, since most of the Association’s members were affiliated
with scientific institutes abroad. Matters related to race, eugenics and
population policies discussed under the heading “anthropology” thus
became central to Greek scientific discourse at the time. 

The matter of eugenics had been raised and debated by Stavros Zu-
rukzoglu (1896–1966) at the first session of the Greek Anthropological
Association in May 1925.34 Zurukzoglu was born in Smyrna in 1896
and studied medicine in Berlin, Berne, Geneva and Munich. In 1927,
he submitted his doctoral dissertation on bacteriology and hygiene,
and qualified as a university lecturer in Berne. His research focused 
on eugenics, population studies, alcoholism and criminal biology.35 In
1938, the Swiss government appointed him director of the Department
for Statistics at the Swiss Ministry of the Interior, praising his contri-
bution to the enactment of legislation banning the consumption of
alcohol.36

The lecture on eugenics delivered by Zurukzoglu in 1925 was
extracted from his book Biologische Probleme der Rassenhygiene und
die Kulturvölker (Biological Problems of Racial Hygiene and the Civi-
lized Peoples).37 The lecture was an extensive introduction to eugen-
ics, and in it Zurukzoglu addressed the origins and development of the
discipline in addition to surveying disputes between evolutionists and
eugenicists. Clearly Zurukzoglu sided with the latter group. Emphasiz-
ing the emancipation of eugenics from its original connection with
Darwinism and evolutionism, he advocated treating it as an independ-
ent science. Zurukzoglu lamented the lack of interest in eugenics in
Greece by the state and indigenous scholars, accusing both of failing
to realize the necessity of embracing and implementing eugenics.
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Zurukzoglu also outlined the existing relationship between social hy-
giene and eugenics, arguing for the superiority of the latter on account
of its conception of people in terms of collectives rather than as indi-
viduals. He further identified the fundamental difference between
hygiene and eugenics: while the former protected and promoted every
individual, the latter sought to anticipate the proliferation of “heredi-
tarily negative elements that counteracts the protection they enjoy from
individual hygiene.”38 Zurukzoglu believed that eugenics, in practice,
involved the promotion of physically and mentally capable people in 
a “teleological attempt to maintain the nation, humanity and civiliza-
tion.”39 However, given the uneasy relationship between hygiene and
eugenics, any first step in applying eugenic measures should be under-
taken, Zurukzoglu argued, through a combined implementation of
individual and social hygiene.

Zurukzoglu then discussed theories of race and, in particular, the
attempts by European theorists of race to discredit the “Greek phili.”
Using Rudolf Martin’s ideas, Zurukzoglu tried to refute Arthur de
Gobineau’s assertion that the “dolichocephalic blond race” was superi-
or, by arguing that every advanced race has developed a civilization,
and therefore currently primitive races would be able to do so in the
future.40 Besides, Zurukzoglu argued, the “blond race” was well repre-
sented in Greece and equaled its counterparts in southern Germany,
central France, and Italy. A possible temporary deficit in “superior
intellects” did not indicate degeneration (or “genocide,” as he termed
it), because the nation was able to generate “superior intellects” if giv-
en optimal conditions for doing so.41 Such circumstances were held to
apply in the case of the Greek nation, and Zurukzoglu’s argument was
based on the presupposition that there existed a “philetic core”—a view
widespread among Greek intellectuals in the interwar period. Accord-
ing to this theory, a culturally or intellectually superior race (phili) is
able to assimilate alien “philetic elements,” while retaining a stable
“philetic core.”42

A popular version of Zurukzoglu’s lecture appeared in the Greek
journal Υγει′α (Health).43 Unlike the lecture, the article focused on
eugenic measures rather than racial issues, and included the additional
chapter “Practical Applications” (Πρακτικο′ν Με′ρος).44 This chapter
detailed proposals for applying eugenic measures in Greece in order to
combat epidemics, endemics, and infant mortality. However, in order
to achieve these aims, eugenics needed to be supplemented by “indi-
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vidual hygiene.” Zurukzoglu suggested the internment of “damaging
individuals” in special institutions where “they could be dealt with in a
productive way.”45 He was also in favor of the sterilization of “heredi-
tarily degenerate individuals” in principle, provided that they or their
relatives agreed to the measure. Yet Zurukzoglu was against forced
sterilization and regarded such a measure as unrealistic for “scientific
as well as social reasons.” With respect to marriage between “degener-
ate individuals,” he suggested the “voluntary abstinence from child-
bearing” rather than the prohibition of marriage. The reduction of both
hereditary and environmental degeneration, and the promotion of social
hygiene, required raising awareness of the importance of hygiene among
working people, which would have an immediate effect in tackling
venereal disease, tuberculosis, malaria, and alcoholism—even though
the latter “had not yet reached Greece.”46

Zurukzoglu’s lecture delivered to the Greek Anthropological Asso-
ciation was a detailed introduction to eugenics, but he was not the first
to deal with this topic in Greece. At the beginning of the 1920s, another
physician, Moisis Moisidis, wrote extensively on eugenics in a series
of publications,47 most notably the 1922 Ευγονικη′ και Γα′ µος (Eugenics
and Marriage),48 and his 1925 Ευγονικη′ και Παιδοκοµι′α παρα′ τοις
Αρχαι′οις Ελλη′σιν (Eugenics and Childbearing among the Ancient
Hellenes).49 The latter was based on an award-winning study acknowl-
edged a year earlier by the Medical Society (Ιατρικη′ Εταιρει′α). Never-
theless, in his review of the book Zurukzoglu criticized Moisidis for
blurring the distinction between hygiene and eugenics.5 He also refut-
ed Moisidis’s claim that the origins of eugenics could be traced back to
Hellenic Antiquity and, particularly, to Sparta, where eugenics was not
an idea but a practical measure. In this respect, Zurukzoglu’s position
was revisionist and exceptional: most Greeks involved in this debate
claimed that the idea of eugenics was first formulated and implemented
in Ancient Greece.

One of those who accepted this perspective was Koumaris, as demon-
strated in several of his publications.51 Moreover, Koumaris stressed
the need to reintroduce eugenics in modern Greece. In the article 
“A National Issue: On Eugenics,” published in 1931 in the newspaper
Εστι′α (Vesta), Koumaris raised questions about the practical imple-
mentation of eugenics and suggested the introduction of marriage 
certificates by the state. Young couples could be enticed to undergo
eugenic testing by means of material benefits or, conversely, testing
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could be facilitated by the threat of punishment for those that did not
volunteer.52

Eugenics was also addressed from a criminal-psychological per-
spective. For instance, at a session held on 22 December 1932 at the
Greek Anthropological Association, the psychologist Georgios Sakel-
lariou considered eugenics in relation to criminology and psychology.53

After highlighting a wide variety of crimes, the role played by the
“mental capability” of criminals, and the distinction between heredi-
tary and environmentally determined criminality, Sakellariou suggest-
ed ways to combat crime. He advocated legal reform and the improve-
ment of the Greek correctional system rather than the introduction of
eugenic measures like sterilization. 

After the 1933 Nazi seizure of power in Germany and the subse-
quent enactment of “race laws” and legislation concerning compul-
sory sterilization, the discussion about eugenics in Greece intensified.
Debates in the press and scientific journals involved physicians, natu-
ral scientists, intellectuals and the clergy. Generally, the Greek debate
followed existing developments in Western Europe; however, it was
largely characterized by skepticism regarding the implementation of
eugenic measures due to Greece’s “backwardness” in terms of social
care, the welfare state, and scientific institutions. The central argument
in this debate was that the necessary infrastructure existing in other
European countries was only just evolving in Greece.54

Even though opponents of eugenics and sterilization were not absent,55

most participants in the debate confined their criticism to compulsory
sterilization and embraced the idea of eugenics and voluntary steriliza-
tion.56 One of the most prominent advocates of compulsory steriliza-
tion was the physician Konstantinos Moutousis, professor of hygiene
at the University of Athens.57 In his inaugural lecture on 9 November
1933, he argued that the implementation of eugenics by the state would
result in the improvement and perfection of its “human material,” and
contribute to the maintenance of humanity as a whole.58 Positive effects
of “eugenic hygiene” included “the reduction of costs of the ill or
infirm,” as well as “epileptics,” the “mental a-normal,” “psychopaths,”
“criminals,” and other “disabled individuals.”59 Like many of his con-
temporaries, Moutousis believed that eugenics originated in Hellenic
Antiquity and that this was evidenced in the works of Plato and Aristotle.
In its practical implementation—which ensured the creation of a mod-
ern state (Πολιτει′α)—eugenics was to be guided by a combination of
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ancient Hellenic ideals, Christian principles, and current achievements
of the science.60 Employing Christian principles in this fashion was not,
however, a persuasive argument as far as the church was concerned.61

Publications and statements from the judicial sphere were also ram-
pant. Konstantinos Gardikas (1896–1984), for instance, was professor
of criminology at the University of Athens and an active member of
the Greek Anthropological Association.62 In 1934 he published the
article “Eugenik im alten Griechenland” (Eugenics in Ancient Greece)
in the Monatschrift für Kriminalpsychologie und Strafrechtsreform
(Criminal Psychology and Criminal Legal Reform Monthly).63 In the
article, Gardikas argued that eugenics originated in Greece, tracing it
from the “heroic age” to Aristotle without, however, explicitly refer-
ring to the contemporary debate about eugenics or the issue of sterili-
zation. 

A further discussion about the implications of eugenics appeared in
1934, in Καθηµερινη′ (Daily Newspaper), under the title “The Prob-
lem of the Greek Correctional System and Hitler’s Sterilization Law.”64

The article rejected sterilization on the grounds that, although steriliza-
tion measures might be feasible in a country with a large population
and developed programs of social hygiene, it was not possible in
Greece.65 The author of that article also considered that the moderniza-
tion of the correctional system and the education of the personnel
employed in the correctional institutions, were fundamental precondi-
tions for the reception and implementation of eugenic measures—
especially the sterilization of criminals in Greece.66

It was in the context of this intensified debate on eugenics that
Moisis Moisidis’s book Eugenic Sterilization: Principles–Methods–
Application (Ευγονικη′ Αποστει′ρωσις. Αρχαι′−Μεθο′δοι−Εϕαρµογη′),
appeared in 1934—after the passing of the sterilization law in Ger-
many—providing an account of the international debate about sterili-
zation.67 Moisidis also provided a comprehensive overview of the dis-
cussion about eugenics in Greece, its opponents and advocates, and the
standpoints of each. His attitude towards sterilization was ambiguous,
for although he accepted the core principles of eugenics he was never-
theless unable to side with one of the parties involved in the debate
without “running the risk of confronting the others.”68 Despite his ini-
tial skepticism, Moisidis sided with the “moderate eugenicists,”69

advocating voluntary and remedial sterilization with the assent of the
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persons involved, on the condition that it would contribute to combat-
ing degeneration and protecting the “phili” (race).70

The immediate connection between eugenics and racial issues was
one of Koumaris’s central concerns. For example, he opposed racial
mixing.71 Typical examples of Koumaris’s convictions about race and
eugenics are statements made in debates at the Greek Anthropological
Association (most notably in the session on 14 May 1939) and an arti-
cle he wrote in 1939 for the National Socialist journal Ziel und Weg,
under the title “Rasse und Gesundheit” (Race and Health).72

Given his acceptance of German racial science on the one hand, and
his self-identification as a Greek nationalist on the other, Koumaris
found himself in a difficult position of conflicting loyalties. His con-
viction that “racial purity” was an ethical value, an ideal rather than an
achievable goal, may have served as a compromise solution to his
divided loyalties.73 Thus, even though Koumaris accepted the central
tenets of contemporary German racial discourse, he strove to refute
assertions about the inferiority of the “Greek race” put forward by con-
temporary German racial theorists. In doing so, he was critical of theo-
ries about the superiority of the “Nordic race,” replacing the notion of
“racial purity” with his own idea of the “fluid stability” (ρε′ουσα
σταθερο′τητα) of race; that is, its capacity to assimilate other races
while remaining stable at its “core,” despite external modifications.
Koumaris remained convinced that the application of preliminary
eugenic measures in Greece, such as racial cleansing of hereditary ill-
ness, was necessary. Moreover, in order to legitimize these measures 
it was necessary to indoctrinate the populace along the lines of the
German model. Yet, this was a preliminary “half measure,” to be fol-
lowed by more intense measures in the future. 

In “Το προ′βληµα της ϕυλη′ς” (The Problem of Race), a lecture
delivered to the Greek Anthropological Association in May 1939,
Koumaris also addressed the contemporary debates on the “Jewish
race” and the persecution of Jews. Although he expressed his under-
standing of efforts to avoid racial mixture with Jews, he was neverthe-
less surprised not by the rejection of Jews as such—according to him
this a common practice in any historical period—but rather by the
“intensity” of contemporary measures against the Jews. Koumaris crit-
ically compared modern persecution of Jews with “medieval religious
fanaticism,” and claimed that the latter should under no circumstances
be replaced by “racial fanaticism.”74
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Conclusions

This investigation of the development of Greek anthropology and
eugenics in the interwar period reveals that both scientific disciplines
were dominated by national concerns. The national community was
supposedly bound together by primordial and civil ties. The implica-
tions of this hypothesis became all the more obvious through attempts
to harness anthropology with means by which to modernize Greek sci-
ence and, more importantly, the Greek state and society. Consistent
with developments elsewhere in Europe, Greek scholars involved in
anthropological discourse endeavored to establish a body of ideas that
would assist political discourse, popularize science, and raise popular
awareness of “social and racial hygiene.” The ultimate goal was the
maintenance and gradual advancement of the nation, or race (phili).
The merger of primordial and civil concepts in this definition of the
Greek nation was facilitated by eugenics and its connection to the “cult
of antiquity,” according to which the origins of eugenics were to be
found in ancient Hellenic culture.

As far as conclusions are possible on the basis of current research,
in the Greek case racial politics and eugenics were never fully devel-
oped or implemented and, therefore, remained restricted to intellectual
and scholarly spheres. This was due to several factors, including, most
notably, a non-existent welfare state, and the divide between scientists
and society at large. Ioannis Koumaris’s aim to popularize anthropolo-
gy and eugenics as sciences remained unfulfilled.
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Part II

Eugenics and Racial Hygiene in National

Contexts





Eugenics, Social Genetics and Racial Hygiene: 

Plans for the Scientific Regulation of Human

Heredity in the Czech Lands, 1900–1925

Michal Šimu°nek

Contemporary interest in the history of eugenics is not only reflected
in current discussions on the “new eugenics,” “neo-eugenics” or “back-
door-eugenics” but also at the political and ideological level.1 Today it
is clear that, when assessing the history of eugenics, it is necessary to
build on the existence of multiple parallel eugenic movements as well
as several modes of eugenic thinking, and that an important aspect of
the current research focuses on a deeper analysis of their mutual inter-
actions. In Toward a Comparative History of Eugenics (1990), Mark
Adams identified six dimensions of the historical development of
eugenics needing to be further explored. The first is “scientific”; the
second “disciplinary”; the third “professional”; the fourth “institution-
al”; the fifth “popular and pedagogical”; and the sixth “ideological and
political.”2 With these criteria in mind, this chapter discusses the adop-
tion of eugenics by Czech intellectuals at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. I shall not, however, analyse the adoption of eugenics among
German-speaking intellectuals in the Czech lands. This is a topic that
still requires substantial research.3

Local Sources and External Influences (1900–1918)

Like intellectuals elsewhere in Western and East-Central Europe, the
Czechs aspired to create a “healthier” society in the face of the crisis
of individual and national “degeneration.” This was the point at which
the movement for the “reform of life” (Lebensreform) in Central
Europe began.4 Although it is possible to find numerous explications
of “degeneration” before 1914, the problem was mostly understood as
a consequence of certain long-term processes that had led to deviations



from the optimal norm of mental and physical skills of individuals,
nations and races. During that period it was, however, perceived that
“degeneration” could take two forms: mental and physical. The conse-
quences were treated as a “diagnosis,” and specific “symptoms” were
then attached to them. These “symptoms” were confirmed by exten-
sive statistical research, which provided arguments for the necessity 
of collective “therapy,” largely by means of governmental regulations.
Pessimistic deliberations and debates concerning ongoing “degenera-
tion”—its forms, manifestations, and consequences—characterized
pre-1914 eugenics.

The first efforts to establish “Czech” eugenics as a body of knowl-
edge occurred in Bohemia—then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire—
at the end of the nineteenth century.5 In 1900, the future professor of
neuropathology at the Faculty of Medicine of the Czech section of the
Charles-Ferdinand University in Prague, Ladislav Haškovec (1866–
1944), addressed the subject of practical proto-eugenic measures.6 At
that time he gave several popular lectures in which he drew attention
to the importance of medical examinations before marriage. Later these
measures became known as “eugenic marital revision” (eugenická sňat-
ková revise). In 1901, Haškovec proposed his idea to local Bohemian
authorities in the form of a bill making health certificates obligatory.

His efforts were summarized in an essay published in 1902 under the
title “Snahy veřejného zdravotnictví ve smlouvě manželské” (Public
Health Efforts and the Question of the Marriage Contract).7 In the
same year, Haškovec requested that the Société de neurologie de Paris
create an international committee composed of physicians, lawyers
and sociologists in order to “fight human degeneration [and] patholog-
ical heredity.”8 After many discussions, the society refused to further
consider his suggestion. But Haškovec did not give up, and he referred
again to the significance of pro-eugenic arguments on the occasion of
the International Congress of Neurology and Psychiatry, which took
place in Lisbon in 1906. 

Haškovec’s views were not atypical of Czech physicians at the
time, as exemplified by František Lašek (1898–1947) from eastern
Bohemia. In 1910 and 1916, Lašek published two articles, “O dědič-
nosti a jejím vy′znamu pro úpadek a zachování lidstva” (On Heredity
and Its Importance for the Decline and Preservation of Humankind),
and “Zušlechtění lidstva (eugenika)” (Refining Humankind, Eugenics),
respectively.9
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Two years after Lašek’s first study was published, Czech readers
learned in greater detail about the English and American schools of
eugenics and Mendelian principles of heredity. In 1910, another pio-
neer of Czech eugenics, the botanist and future first Czechoslovak pro-
fessor of genetics, Artur Brožek (1882–1934), began his experiments on
plant hybridization.10 After several years of experimentation, Brožek
published a comprehensive overview of American eugenic thinking,
Zušlechtění lidstva (Refining Humanity).11

Brožek’s case, and that of his university teachers Alois Mrázek (1868–
1923) and Bohumil Němec (1873–1966), reveals the “instructory” role
played by eugenic-prophylactic measures. The most important of these
had been implemented by individual states in America since the end of
the nineteenth century and had a great impact on European and Czech
eugenic thinking.12 Czech eugenicists assigned great importance to 
the “quality of population” and family (marital) issues. In 1912, influ-
enced by American developments in health care, Brožek suggested:
“Measures that the state or the society in general could apply every-
where, where the self-love of ill or degenerated individuals stood in
the way of improving the health of the population; for if society has
the right to punish its members by death, it certainly has the right to
isolate those members who are the ailing part of its body for the period
of their fertility, or to forbid marriages of individuals innately ill, such
as the mad and idiots; or to introduce compulsory medical examina-
tions of engaged couples by a doctor paid by the government, or to
establish state genealogical registrar offices and other similar eugenic
measures. In cases where these measures could be deemed insufficient,
society would certainly have the right to apply artificial infertility, as
has already been the case in some American states.”13

Brožek was the author of one of the earliest and most pertinent assess-
ments of eugenics prior to 1914. According to him, eugenics was “a
discipline concerned with refining humanity and improving its health,
based on the rules of heredity.”14 English and American eugenics became
one of the most important models for Czech eugenicists. The first step
on the way towards the practical application of eugenics in the Czech
lands before the First World War occurred on 12 June 1913, when the
eugenics office (or “central eugenics bureau”) was “attached” to the
lunatic asylum, the Ernestinum, in Prague-Hradčany.15 This was due 
to the initiative of four leading Czech eugenicists: Brožek; the biolo-
gist and later physician Karel Herfort (1871–1940); Jindřich Matiegka
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(1862–1941), the first Czech professor of physical anthropology at the
Charles-Ferdinand University in Prague; and the professor of peda-
gogy at the Faculty of Arts and Philosophy at the same university in
Prague, František Čáda (1855–1918). The office focused on the detailed
genealogical and statistic processing of data from individual patients.
As in the American case, Czech eugenicists borrowed from Mendelian
genetics and Francis Galton.16 The pioneers of Ernestinum prepared
the so-called Family Record Questionnaire (rodopisny′ dotazník), which
they distributed among relatives of the patients.17 They were interested
in documenting human mental defects, as well as disorders such as
epilepsy, dementia praecox, and so on. Some of these authors published
in a special eugenic supplement of Haškovec’s Revue: Neuropsycho-
pathologie, lékařství sociální, dědičnost a eugenika, therapie (Review:
Neuropsychopathology, Social Medicine, Heredity and Eugenics,
Therapy), which was transformed in the 1920s into Československá
psychiatrie (Czechoslovak Psychiatry). Haškovec’s supplement was
re-titled “Heredity and Eugenics,” and aimed to inform readers about
eugenics and genetic research.

Inherited Health Disorders

Heredity and inheritance remained central features of all eugenic pre-
occupations in the Czech lands between 1900 and 1925. The field of
systematic exploration of heredity and inheritance was broad, encom-
passing different types of methodological approaches as well as research
strategies.18 There were at least four scientific disciplines that con-
tributed to the systematic research of heredity in the following areas:
cytology, animal breeding, biometrics, and, after 1900, Mendelian
genetics (or “Mendelism”).19 Interest in the last sub-discipline resulted
in an increase in the systematic research on heredity.

The role and importance of inherited factors was at one point the
main topic of concern for many scientists and was explored in various
contexts. In 1909, the Danish biologist Wilhelm Johannsen (1857–1927)
introduced the term gene in his widely read textbook Elemente der
exakten Erblichkeitslehre (Elements of Exact Heredity Teaching), and
made the fundamental distinction between genotype and phenotype.20

During and after the First World War, so-called chromosome genetics,
which analysed the “carriers of heredity” at the cell level, and popula-
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tion genetics, tended to work primarily with large population statistics.
However, in the 1920s, after the American zoologist Thomas Hunt Mor-
gan (1866–1945) formulated the theory of new chromosome heredity,
experimental research moved to a higher level, looking at more complex
aspects of heredity. Before the seeming disparities between Mendel’s
theory of heredity and Darwin’s theory of evolution were overcome,
the theory of acquired characteristics still attracted adherents.21

“Pathological heredity” (patologická dědičnost) was one of the issues
deemed most pressing by physicians and others in the Czech lands. In
1912, for instance, Haškovec described the main problems regarding
the latest discoveries in human heredity: “It is questionable whether
medical science has collected enough reliable detail to be able to deduce
certain laws of pathological heredity. If such laws exist there is another
question: What lessons should humanity learn from them, and how could
they be used by public health authorities for the well-being of humanity?
Another question is whether it is possible to protect humanity from
hereditary weaknesses, and what role should public health play in doing
so. Today humanity rightly demands answers to these questions.”22

Mendel did not discuss the applicability of his laws. But those fol-
lowing the Mendelian tradition could now search for evidence in patho-
logical manifestations. While Haškovec was an early eugenicist inter-
ested in mental diseases and their causes, the second leading figure 
of the Czech eugenic movement, and the first professor of general
biology at the Medical Faculty of the Charles-Ferdinand University in
Prague, Vladislav Ru°žička (1872–1934), tackled pathological heredity
at a more theoretical level.23 In 1923, his list of “hereditary diseases”
contained more than 190 items.24

Many contemporary Czech physicians and social reformers, includ-
ing eugenicists, considered alcohol a “poison” that harmed human
“germ plasm” and caused serious hereditary damage. During the 1890s,
Czech anti-alcohol campaigners adopted new scientific arguments
based on the presumption that alcohol caused hereditary transmissive
degeneration. In 1908, the sociologist Břetislav Foustka (1862–1947),
for example, wrote Die Abstinenz als Kulturproblem mit besonderer
Berücksichtigung der österreichischen Völkerstämme (Abstinence as a
Cultural Problem with Particular Consideration to Austrian Nationali-
ties), in which he stated that “Everywhere, one calls for regeneration;
and not only political, ethical, and religious types, but also biological
regeneration.”25 Other arguments concerning the effects of alcohol on
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insanity, criminality and prostitution were added. Many anti-alcohol
campaigners cited the “degenerative” effect of alcohol as an argument
for giving up drinking or introducing legal prohibition. 

In the Name of Heredity

At the turn of the twentieth century, hereditary factors became impor-
tant components not only of everyday life but also in terms of health,
social, and racial issues.26 In 1921, Haškovec explained the Czech
eugenic point of view to an American audience as follows: 

I remain convinced that through well-conducted and developed
eugenic efforts we may strengthen and increase in power the life of our
nation, both internally and externally. Eugenics is concerned with the
health, not only of the individual, but also of the entire nation. A healthy
nation, as healthy as possible from the psychical and moral point of
view, and with well-developed altruistic sentiments, holds in check
perverse and anti-social instincts and works for the fraternity of nations,
for peace and true liberty (…) I am certain that eugenic progress among
the civilized peoples of the world can alone prepare the way for a per-
manent society of all nations.27

But the connection between heredity and the nation was not new. Already
in 1908, at the Fourth Congress of Czech Physicians and Researchers
of Nature (Sjezd česky′ch lékařu° a přírodozpytcu°), Haškovec stated:
“On the basis of the rules of heredity, especially psychological heredi-
ty, we claim special privilege for all nations in their striving for the
preservation of national types and traits, national peculiarity and lan-
guage; the respect and preservation of these characteristics is the duty
of every nation.”28 This was an important statement, especially consid-
ering that, in Central Europe, the mutual cohabitation of several nation-
alities was marked by extreme nationalism, which in turn influenced
political decisions, including population and family policy. The eugenic
dimension of long-term generational planning now reduced every new-
born individual to a cog in the “chain of generations of the nation”;
according to Galton: “A person is therefore more important as a proba-
ble progenitor of many others more or less like him in constitution,
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than as a mere individual.”29 As such, heredity could be used as a jus-
tification for national unity.

Eugenics was thus closely connected to the issue of population, or
the “population question” (populační otázka), and this question was
itself part and parcel of a larger “national question.” As in other Euro-
pean countries, the general trend of declining birthrates was observed
in Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. Czech eugenicists interpreted these trends in the context of “social
degeneration.” Moreover, these arguments constituted the core of the
discussion about planed population policy, which was later intensified
and politicized during the First World War. 

Organisation and Action

The First World War permanently altered the activity of the Czech
eugenic movement. The need to protect both the “quality” and the
“quantity” of the Czech population—defined after 1918 in the heredi-
tary sense—became more pressing than ever before. Comparing the
situation in Bohemia and Moravia in 1918 to that which followed the
battle of White Hill (Bílá Hora) in 1620, Czech eugenicists declared
that the effects of the 1914–1918 war were far more dysgenic for Czech
social elites. According to the physician and health administrator Fran-
tišek Kulhavy′ (1863–1931), “there is a huge difference between these
two disasters. The disaster of Bílá hora occurred when the nation was
fully, primitively healthy. The disaster of today is influencing the nation,
whose organism was being destroyed for a long time by diseases.”30 It
was at that moment that Czech eugenicists decided to act.

On 2 May 1915, the Czech Eugenics Society (Česká eugenická
společnost) was established in Prague under the auspices of the Czech
Provincial Commission for the Protection of Children (Česká zemská
komise pro ochranu dítek) and the Protection of Youth (Ochrana mlá-
deže). This was done on Haškovec’s initiative in co-operation with the
Association for the Establishment of a People’s Mental Sanatorium of
the Kingdom of Bohemia (Sdružení pro ustanovení lidového snatoria
pro duševně choré v království Českém). The programme and goals of
the society were developed in an introductory lecture delivered to the
opening session by Čáda. 
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Haškovec was elected the Society’s first chairman; Vladislav Ru°žička
(1870–1934) the first vice-chairman; Brožek the first secretary (there
was just one elected); while one of Ru°žička’s students, Jaroslav Kříže-
necky′ (1896–1964) took the first minutes of the meeting. Among its
first members the Eugenics Society also included illustrious figures
such as Edvard Beneš (1884–1948), the Czechoslovak president (1935–
1938 and 1945–1948); Jiří Guth (1861–1943), the first president of the
Czechoslovak Olympic Committee; Antonín Benjamin Svojsík (1876–
1938), founder of the Czech Boy Scouts movement (Junák); and Bře-
tislav Foustka (1862–1947), professor of sociology at the Faculty of
Arts and Philosophy of the Czech part of the Charles-Ferdinand Uni-
versity in Prague.31

During the war, the Eugenics Society continued to promote eugenic
ideas. The main tasks and aims of the society were defined as follows:
a) the special study of biology; b) the dissemination of knowledge
about the conditions of physical and psychological health among all
classes of the population; c) the “fight“ against hereditary diseases and
infant mortality; d) the encouragement of care for both the woman in
confinement and the newborn; and, finally, e) the “fight“ against alco-
holism and tuberculosis, as well as against venereal diseases and all
other factors perceived to be destroying the roots of the nation.32

The Eugenics Society pursued these aims through public lectures and
assorted publications, in addition to the circulation of eugenic prop-
aganda materials in schools. It was decided that a special museum of
hygiene would be established in Prague as a centre of hygienic study
and instruction. Czech eugenicists preferred to remain in the back-
ground of these actions; however, they openly and enthusiastically
advocated eugenic principles in the public domain. This campaign was
necessary for the adoption of special eugenic legislation and govern-
mental regulations, both enabling prophylactic measures in favour of
the eugenic concern for the “protection of future generations.”

The Eugenics Society appeared to be an independent organization,
but in reality it was connected to a network of several national organ-
izations and social organizations such as the Czech Heart (České srdce),
established in 1915, and the Republican League for the Moral Revival
of the Nation (Republikánská liga pro mravní obrodu národa), estab-
lished in 1919.33 At a scientific level, the Society closely co-operated
with Ru°žička’s Institute of General Biology (Ústav všeobecné biolo-
gie) at the medical faculty in Prague, and both formed the institutional
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foundation of the Czech eugenic
movement.34

Eugenicists were active mem-
bers in other political societies as
well. In 1917, the first and last Aust-
rian Ministry for Public Health
(Ministerium für Volksgesundheit/
Ministerstvo veřejného zdravot-
nictví) was established in Vienna
under the direction of Jan Horba-
czewski (1854–1942), professor of
medical chemistry in Prague. In
the same year, Czech eugenicists
devised a resolution covering the
issue of eugenics according to the
principles adopted earlier by the
Czech Eugenics Society; however,
due to wartime circumstances, the
proposal remained dormant.35

On 28 October 1918, the Cze-
choslovak state came into exis-
tence and members of the Czech
Eugenics Society submitted a sim-
ilar proposal to the newly elected
president of the republic, Tomáš
Garrigue Masaryk (1850–1937), and to the Czechoslovak government
in Prague. This resolution requested: a) the creation of a national insti-
tute of eugenic research; b) the adoption of special records for register-
ing the health of the population; c) the foundation of central eugenic
stations; d) the creation of institutes for studying the development 
of human psychology, as well as a museum of comparative genetics; 
e) the protection of infants; f) the reform of midwifery; g) the reorgani-
zation of the system of teaching modern hygiene, especially in terms
of sex education; h) support for eugenic instruction in society by means
of public discussions, theatrical and cinematographic performances,
and, in particular, the establishment of a Museum of Hygiene as the
centre-point of all instruction; and, finally, i) the compulsory issuing of
a health certificate before marriage.36 All of these would become key
themes in the eugenic agenda during the 1920s and 1930s. 
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on “Heredity and Eugenics” (1920)



The Need for Eugenic Reform (1919–1925)

The end of the First World War rapidly changed the context within
which eugenics in Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia, as well as in Slova-
kia, could develop. This was considered a time when many projects
envisaged in the late nineteenth century could become reality. In the
Czechoslovak case, especially in the period following the end of the
war, eugenics was presented not as a demand of everyday life, but as
an important scientific strategy.37 The most important Czech theoreti-
cal work on eugenics written at the time was the 1923 Biologické zák-
lady eugeniky (The Biological Foundations of Eugenics) by Vladislav
Ru°žička,38 which became a standard text for all Czech eugenicists dur-
ing the 1920s and early 1930s. 

The doctrine of heredity was regarded by Ru°žička as an aspect of
genetics conceived as a science not only of “internal factors” transmit-
ted by heredity, but also of “external” factors such as social environ-
ment, education and so on. In this conception, heredity was identical
with the biochemical entity of life, and was founded on the ability of
metabolism to regenerate the specific structure of the living substance.
According to Ru°žička, the main aim of eugenics was the improvement
of the “social biological efficiency” (sociálně biologická zdatnost) of
mankind, in addition to increasing the sense of “responsibility towards
the community and future generations.”39 Eugenics thus aimed at regu-
lating those factors controlling the health of a population and influenc-
ing reproduction and the development of the embryo. Ru°žička empha-
sized that a proportionate development of all social and biological
virtues must become the principal demands of eugenics; from this
standpoint he discussed the German concept of racial hygiene, the issue
of sexual selection and decreasing birthrates.40

During this period of major socio-political transformations it was
not surprising that eugenic thinking rose in importance on an ideologi-
cal level. Strongly hereditarian arguments were repeatedly used against
the German- and Hungarian-speaking aristocracy. The most well known
arguments posited were the hereditary diseases of members of the rul-
ing Habsburg dynasty,41 including endogamy, exogamy, and inbreed-
ing.42 In the new Czechoslovak state, practical eugenics was presented
as a conglomerate of several “democratic” and “progressive” social strate-
gies: “Furthermore, we are, in Bohemia, always in touch with new, pro-
gressive ideas, with humanitarianism and with new social and scientific
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ideas, so we were well prepared for new eugenic ideas, even before the
war.”43 Shortly thereafter, eugenics became an important part of the new
republican ideology of the “young,” “healthy” and “plebeian” nation.44

Czech eugenicists strongly and repeatedly opposed German racial
hygiene or, as they called it, “selective national eugenics.”45 They con-
sidered the German application of pure principles of selection as aris-
tocratic and undemocratic: “Selective national eugenics perfectly cor-
responds with the foundations of German thinking. Therefore it is not
surprising that the majority of German eugenicists such as Schalllmayer,
Ploetz, Ammon, von Ehrenfels, Siemens, Lenz and so on, are very
much in favour of it (…); it is clear that the entire nation agrees with
this position.”46 Those “external conditions” were of greater impor-
tance for Czech eugenicists than the idea of pure selection of the “car-
riers” of heredity. Another argument against German racial hygiene was
that it considered selection only—dealing with “complete racial traits”
and not with the question of their origin—which was a limited task.47

As mentioned above, Czech eugenicists had been working on their
own definition of eugenics since 1917. Between 1919 and 1925, “national
eugenics” assumed the status of official doctrine, an idea largely based
on the notion of a “national eugenics” developed by Galton and Pearson.
In the Czech case, however, eugenics was concerned with the “preser-
vation and promotion of the biological uniqueness of a nation and pre-
vention of a decline of its biological organization.”48 Ru°žička defined
“biological uniqueness” as “the harmony between hereditary constitu-
tion and influences of the external environment.”49 It is clear how
important the non-Mendelian component of “biological uniqueness”
was to Czech eugenicists, in contrast to the contemporary school of
German racial hygiene. 

Another similar concept, “eubiothics” (eubiotika), was developed
by Stanislav Ru°žička (1876–1946).50 In 1923 he defined the relation-
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ship between eugenics and eubiothics as follows: “Eubiothics (Eubi-
otik) completes the refinement of mankind that is caused by eugenics
(Eugenik) when new individuals are born. It is done through the con-
struction of a particular type of life (Lebenstypus) that follows the nat-
ural physiological rules of the body (Körper) and soul (Geist). Together
eugenics and eubiothics represent the rational scientific way of how to
refine the living material of the nation.”51 It can thus be said that dur-
ing the early 1920s Czech eugenicists more often than not professed
“euthenics” rather than “eugenics.”

Despite the diversity of definitions, heredity and inheritance were
seen as phenomena worthy not only of systematic research but also of
practical measures. In 1921, Haškovec described this eugenic “necessi-
ty” as follows: “Research on heredity is of enormous importance in all
spheres of life, family, society, nation and state. Research on heredity
and the prophylaxis of both inherited and inborn disorders concerns not
only the physician, but also the educator, teacher, lawyer, sociologist
and politician, and is today of great importance also for lawmakers.”52

From Theory to Practice

After the end of the war, a eugenic approach is detectable in discussions
about social policy. Three of these discussions regarding the necessity
of demographic reform (concerning changes in marital regulations and
the question of eugenic sterilization and abortion) were particularly
important for Czech eugenicists.53 All of these were considered, how-
ever, to be “negative eugenic” measures. On the other hand, “positive
eugenic” measures were proposed in the field of family and childcare
policy as well as population planning. After 1918, forms of eugenic
thinking in Czechoslovakia became part of a new branch of eugenic
“quantitative” research into the effects of the First World War. 

Yet it was “national eugenics” that was repeatedly declared as rep-
resenting the “most vital interest for the nation,” and as needing to be
applied to society through a new specialized institution, the Institute of
National Eugenics (Ústav pro národní eugeniku). The work of such an
institute was to be guided by certain principles formulated in 1917, when
the idea of a eugenic institute was first advocated. After 1918, however,
it was argued that the institute should consist of three special depart-
ments and one museum: a) the Department for the Research of Genet-
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ics in Man; b) the Department for the Research of the Ecology of Human
Ontogenesis; c) the Department of National Psychology; and d) the
Museum of Comparative Genetics.54 An ambitious research programme
was devised—to include biometry, hybridization, vital statistics, fami-
ly pedigrees and so on—which focused on both the hereditary and bio-
logical constitution of the population within the territory of Czechoslo-
vakia after 1918. “Special pedigrees,” alongside other additional infor-
mation of a statistical nature about the hereditary status of man, were
collected, in addition to the preparation of special health certificates.

The institute was not established in 1919. However, at the Second
International Congress of Eugenics, organized by the American Muse-
um of Natural History in New York between 1 and 28 September 1921,
it was agreed that the next eugenics congress was to be held in Prague.
After their return home, leading Czech eugenicists, like Ru°žička, sug-
gested that the creation of a special institute was necessary in order to
demonstrate the efficiency of the Czechoslovak eugenic movement to
the international scientific community.55 The institute was thus estab-
lished in Prague in 1923 and was called the Czechoslovak Institute of
National Eugenics (Československy′ ústav pro národní eugeniku). Both
Charles University in Prague and the Ministry for Public Health and
Physical Education (Ministerstvo veřejného zdravotnictví a tělesné
vy′chovy) participated in the establishment of the Institute. In contrast
to earlier proposals, the Institute was neither large nor independent,
functioning as an affiliate of Ru° žička’s Institute of Biology at the
Faculty of Medicine in Prague.56 Also, after 1920, Czech eugenicists
worked in the newly established Masaryk Work Academy (Masary-
kova Akademie Práce), where they organized a Eugenics Commission
(Eugenická komise).57

New Allies and Opportunities

Although Czech eugenics was projected and developed as a “national”
programme, the eugenicists perceived themselves as contributors to
“eugenic universalism,” in which the “betterment of mankind” was
possible only through the “betterment” of smaller, national organized
entities.58 After 1918, Czech eugenicists became part of an international
eugenic network and contributed to international debates and congress-
es. In 1919, for example, Haškovec participated in the Inter-Allied
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Congress for Social Hygiene (Interallié Congrès de Hygiénique sociale
dans la Reconstruction des pays dévastés par la guerre) on behalf of
the Czechoslovak Ministry for Health and Physical Education. The
congress centred upon the post-war reconstruction of public health and
hygiene. German racial hygienists were not invited. This provided an
excellent opportunity for Czech eugenicists openly to declare their
anti-German position and pro-French orientation.59 During these years,
moreover, Czech eugenicists followed and supported official Czecho-
slovak foreign policy. 

With the official support of the Czechoslovak government, Czech
eugenicists participated in the Second International Congress of Eugen-
ics, held in New York in 1921. They gave papers in four sessions:
“Human and Comparative Heredity”; “Eugenics and the Human Fam-
ily”; “Human Racial Differences”; and “Eugenics and the State.”60 In
New York, Czech eugenicists met not only racial theorists like Madison
Grant (1865–1937), but also leading eugenicists such as Charles B.
Davenport (1866–1944), Jon Alfred Mjöen (1860–1939), Harry H.
Laughlin (1880–1943) and Henry F. Osborn (1857–1935), as well as
prominent biologists like Thomas H. Morgan (1866–1945), Jacques
Loeb (1859–1924), Alfred H. Sturtevant (1891–1970), and the psy-
chologist Robert M. Yerkes (1876–1956). The American anthropolo-
gist of Czech origin, and curator of the National Museum of Natural
History, Aleš Hrdlička (1869–1943), represented a fusion of the “new”
and the “old” world.61 The official representatives of the Czecho-
slovak Eugenics Society were Haškovec, Brožek and Hrdlička; while
the Czechs representing the Medical Faculty of Charles University
were Ru°žička and Hrdlička. Other officials included Antonín Sum
(1877–1947) from the Czechoslovak Embassy in Washington D.C.,
and Bohumil Feierabend (1895–1933) from the International Health
Bureau of the Rockefeller Foundation in New York.62

Besides their participation in the international eugenic network,
Czech eugenicists also contributed to the furthering of scientific co-
operation in the field of genetic research. On the occasion of the 100th
anniversary of the birth of Gregor J. Mendel (1822–1884), the Czecho-
slovak Eugenics Society arranged several meetings in Brno and Prague
marking the occasion. Many distinguished international and local par-
ticipants and guests convened in the Augustinian Monastery in Brno,
and at the Charles University in Prague, to celebrate the “person and
the spirit of the father of genetics.”63 Both groups within the Czech
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eugenics movement (that is, pro-Mendelian and pro-Lamarckian) were
present at these discussions. Němec, for example, underlined the
importance of Mendelism for contemporary eugenics: “Mendel’s […]
scientific work, duly appreciated, dispersed many fantastical conjec-
tures and in their place established Natural Law. In this lies his greatest
significance. Mendel ranks among those of us who lay down simple
and strict laws, free of any embellishments, mysticisms and fancies, so
that we might build upon them a system of natural science of the
world. They prepare the breeding of the strong, and therefore let us be
thankful to them!”64 Moreover, speaking about the future of eugenics,
Němec predicted: “The Czechoslovak Eugenics Society has good rea-
son to celebrate the 100th anniversary of Mendel’s birth, for it has its
object in the science of heredity of which Mendel is the coryphaeus.
The eugenic movement might well adopt as its maxim words from
Horace: ‘Fortes creantur fortibus et bonis!’ Even in eugenics it is nec-
essary to start with a genetic analysis in order to identify the ‘fortes et
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boni’, and then take measures adequate to secure a generation of the
strong and the good.”65

The influence of Mendelian genetics within the Czech eugenic move-
ment was quite clear during the 1920s. In 1924, Němec—the contact
person of the “Life Science Division” of the Rockefeller Foundation in
Czechoslovakia—proposed Brožek for a six-month fellowship in the
United States. During this period Brožek intended to study the
“methodology of genetics and eugenics” with Thomas H. Morgan at
Columbia University in New York, as well as eugenics with Charles
Davenport, particularly the “correlations between feeblemindedness
and other physical as well as psychological traits,” and the “correlations
between different physical states, both normal and abnormal, which
accompany and characterize families with one or more suicides.”66

In June 1924, the fellowship was granted for six months, commencing
on 1 September 1924. Fascinated by his American experience, Brožek
stated upon his return: “I am sure that I have brought home many new
ideas, methods, and plans for scientific work from America, all of which
might be well adapted and conformed to methods used in Europe and
especially in my country.”67 In the same year, he proposed the most
ambitious eugenic project undertaken by Czech eugenicists during the
first half of the twentieth century: the genetic screening of Czechoslo-
vak citizens, known as the “Genetic Cadastre of the Czechoslovak
Population” (Vlohovy′ soupis obyvatelstva československého). The
screening was to be carried out under the auspices of the Eugenics
Commission of the Masaryk Work Academy. With this project, Czech
eugenics completed the transition to applied genetics. 

Conclusions

In the Czech—and later Czechoslovak—case, eugenic ideas penetrated
intellectual circles from 1900 onwards, largely due to efforts to avoid
the negative effects of “degeneration” and “deterioration.” Eugenics
was closely linked to other scientific fields, and it was in the main aca-
demically active scholars who played a major role in its reception.
“Getting to know” eugenics usually took the form of deliberations and
conceptual clarifications about its theoretical bases and about eugenics
as “applied genetics” (aplikovaná genetika) and “social genetics” (soci-
ální genetika).
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Thus both “Mendelian” and “Lamarckian” concepts of heredity and
inheritance played an important role in the development of eugenics in
Bohemia and Moravia between 1900 and 1925. Furthermore, the Czech
case demonstrates that acceptance of the Mendelian principles of
heredity was not an absolute prerequisite for those whose goal was the
“improvement,” or manipulation, of human nature on the basis of bio-
logical arguments. The First World War constituted an important turn-
ing point in the evolution of eugenics in the Czech Lands. War losses,
fears of depopulation, and changes in social stratification made eugen-
ics popular. Eugenics was connected to a broader range of medical and
health reform programs emerging in the interwar years.

Between 1917 and 1925, a rough concept of Czechoslovak “nation-
al eugenics” was also developed. Following Galton and Pearson, this
was declared to be a “national” program, one distinguished from the
German concept of “racial hygiene” (Rassenhygiene) that often identi-
fied the “vital race” with the “Nordic race.” “National eugenics” in the
Czech lands was ultimately characterized by two goals: a) research in
the field of the “progenic constitution,” as defined by Ru°žička in his
1923 Biological Foundations of Eugenics; and, b) focusing on the
hereditary and biological constitution of the population living in
Czechoslovakia after 1918.
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Ru°žička, ed., Memorial Volume in Honor of the 100th Birthday of J. G. Mendel
(Prague: Fr. Borovy′, 1925), 3. See also Jarmila Veselá, Sterilisace: Problém
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Mendelism for Medicine and Eugenics,” in Ru°žička, ed., Memorial Volume,
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9 František Lašek, O dědičnosti a jejím vy′znamu pro úpadek a zachování
lidstva (Prague: J. Otto, 1910); and František Lašek, Zušlechtění lidstva
(eugenika) (Prague: J. R. Vilímek, 1916). 

10 See, for example, Artur Brožek, “A case of non-Mendelian inheritance of
the white striped races (formae albomaculatae) of the Mimulus quinquevulnerus,”
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Volume, 2.

29 Karl Pearson, The Life, Letters and Labours of Francis Galton, vol. III
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1930), 415.
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53 See, for example, Alois Hajn, Ženská otázka v letech 1900–1920 (Prague:
Pokrok, 1939). 
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166 “Blood and Homeland”



Progressivism and Eugenic Thinking 

in Poland, 1905–1939

Magdalena Gawin

The essential characteristic of the Polish eugenic movement, which
developed from 1905 until the outbreak of the Second World War, was
its progressivism. The term “progressivism” is used here to denote a
certain perspective, founded on the belief that history is a process of
conscious dynamic evolution and that man is responsible for his own
destiny.1 Progressivism equates scientific, technological, and ethical
development. Polish eugenicists believed that it was possible to build a
harmonious and advanced society, free from social problems such as
alcoholism and prostitution, as well as physical disabilities and diseases.
Eugenicists such as Leon Wernic (1870–1953), Tomasz Janiszewski
(1867–1939), and Wiktor Grzywo-Dąbrowski (1885–1868) proposed
the radical measure of compulsory sterilization during the 1930s. They
insisted that their decision was motivated by a desire to reduce the
scale of human suffering. After the experiences of the Second World
War, the hybrid language of eugenics––combining social sensitivity
with repulsion and contempt for the sick and the weak––was almost
completely forgotten or wrongly identified with the Nazi regime and
its extermination policies, whereas few remembered that, in fact, Polish
eugenics was dominated by left-wing and liberal advocates of state
welfare, thus resembling the Scandinavian model of state-sponsored
eugenics.2

Political Determinants

Poland lost its independence in 1794, after defeat in the uprising against
Russia. One year later, the three neighboring powers, Russia, Austria
and Prussia, ratified a treaty under which they annexed Polish territo-
ries. From that time until the Treaty of Versailles at the end of the First



World War, Poland was absent from the map of Europe. Former terri-
tories including the regions of Belarus, Ukraine and Lithuania were
incorporated into the Russian Empire. Following the Congress of Vienna
in 1814–1815, the Congress Kingdom of Poland came into being, which
was an independent state with a government, parliament and constitu-
tion of its own, connected to Russia by personal union. After suffering
defeat in another uprising against Russia in 1831, the tsarist authorities
abolished the independent status of the Congress Kingdom of Poland.
Following the next anti-Russian uprising of 1863 (known as the January
Insurrection), a number of repressive measures were imposed on the
Congress Kingdom. Russian became the official language of instruc-
tion in all types of schools; insurgents’ estates were confiscated, and
many rebels were imprisoned or exiled to Siberia. Censorship was
imposed and political parties and associations were banned. The tsarist
administration was not interested in modernizing the Congress Kingdom
of Poland. No health policy was developed, thus health care consisted
of the private provision of medical assistance. Consequently, a sizeable
proportion of the Kingdom’s population was not covered by this poli-
cy. The number of hospitals remained insufficient and infant mortality
remained high. Following the Industrial Revolution and increased
social mobility from the 1870s onwards, venereal diseases spread at an
alarming rate.

Similarly, there was no consistent health policy following the Ger-
man partition. After the unification of Germany in 1871, centralist ten-
dencies intensified, resulting in efforts to subordinate the Roman
Catholic Church to the state. During the 1880s, the political activities
pursued within the framework of the Kulturkampf campaign were trans-
formed into a policy of socioeconomic discrimination against the Poles.
German became the official language in schools and administration.
As in the Russian partition, Polish political parties were banned. Politi-
cally speaking, the situation was by far the most advantageous for
Poles in the region of Galicia, which had an autonomous government
and a Diet in Lvov (L’viv, Lwów, Lemberg) from the late 1860s and
early 1870s. This region pursued its own educational and economic
policies. The autonomous authorities restored the Polish language to
all schools, including the universities of Lvov and Krakow, and estab-
lished other institutions of higher education, most notably the Academy
of Sciences, the Academy of Fine Arts (Krakow), and the Technologi-
cal University (Lvov). 
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Overall, historians of the region agree that in addition to language,
culture and religion, the intelligentsia was a key element throughout
the territories of the Polish partitions during the nineteenth century. 
It was only between the intelligentsia of the Russian partition and the
Austrian partition (Galicia), however, that close co-operation devel-
oped. The territory of the German partition remained the most isolated.
The nascent eugenic movement in the Polish territories reflected these
divisions. There were two independent circles of social activists, scien-
tists, and physicians that laid the ideological foundations for the devel-
opment of Polish eugenics: one from the Congress Kingdom of Poland
and Galicia (which was the result of the Austrian partition), and the
other resulting from the German partition. It was only during the inter-
war period that these two movements were unified. 

From an Ethical Revolution to Eugenics

Rising interest in the theories of inheritance and Darwinism is reflect-
ed in the Polish press from the 1880s onwards. Natural scientists and
intellectuals organized debates about the ideas of August Weismann
(1834–1914) and Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919). Study groups were
arranged in which the works of Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909) and
Francis Galton (1822–1911) were read. Polish interest closely fol-
lowed developments in the field of race anthropology, particularly in
Germany and France. The fashionable theme of “degeneration” domi-
nated public discussion in the wake of the publication in 1886 of data
relating to the health of Polish conscripts enlisted in the tsarist army.3

Yet the history of the Polish eugenic movement dates back only so
far as the revolution of 1905, which spread rapidly from Russia to the
Congress Kingdom of Poland. On the rising tide of revolutionary tur-
moil––which raised hopes for the liberalization of the political system
and, especially, the abolition of the tsarist autocracy––medical circles
aiming to combat prostitution, alcoholism and venereal diseases were
mobilized. Among physicians committed to social causes, the thirty-
five-year-old venereologist Leon Wernic, a graduate of the Imperial
University of Warsaw, is notable. In Warsaw he socialized with mem-
bers of the progressive intelligentsia. In addition to contributing to 
the feminist and socialist journals Ster (Helm)4 and Ogniwo (Link),5

Wernic wrote for various medical journals, including Medycyna (Medi-
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cine) and Kronika Lekarska (Medical Chronicle).6 Wernic also lectured
on hygiene at the Mikolaj Rej secondary school in Warsaw. Wernic
was later employed at the St Lazarus Hospital, located in the heart of
Warsaw’s working-class district of Powisle, first as a doctor in charge
of a ward, then, from 1913, as the hospital’s director. Between 1905 and
1907, Wernic worked as editor of Zdrowie (Health), the most impor-
tant Polish journal to specialize in medical and social questions, pub-
lished under the auspices of the Warsaw Hygienic Society (Warszawskie
Towarzystwo Higieniczne). The society, founded in 1898 in Warsaw,
was one of the very few associations whose registration was success-
fully negotiated with the tsarist authorities prior to the revolution of
1905. In a 1907 article, Wernic clearly linked the revolution to ethical
reform: “The great social and political revolution that has ensued for
the past three years in the Kingdom of Poland has economic and politi-
cal roots. The first wave of social and political upheaval was followed
by a second, an ethical revolution. The most pressing of ethical issues
is the issue of child rearing and the explanation of the facts of life to
young people.”7 In 1907, Wernic also began contributing to Czystósc
(Cleanliness),8 a journal established by the anarcho-syndicalist, scien-
tist and chemist Augustyn Wróblewski (1866–?). Wróblewski fled
from Galicia to Warsaw in 1905, following his conflict with the con-
servative academic milieu in Krakow. Revolutionary Warsaw seemed
the perfect place to begin his publishing activities. Wróblewski brought
together several different circles and organizations from the Congress
Kingdom and Galicia devoted to promoting temperance and combat-
ing prostitution and venereal disease.9

Wernic, who in 1907 founded the “Society for Combating Venereal
Diseases and Promoting the Principles of Abolitionism” (Towarzystwo
do Zwalczania Chorób Wenerycznych i Szerzenia Zasad Abolicjonizmu),
soon became a regular contributor to Czystósc. Well-known feminists,
like Justyna Budzinska-Tylicka (1867–1936), the biologist Benedykt
Dybowski (1833–1930), and the physician Waclaw Miklaszewski
(1868–1950), were invited to contribute. All contributors to the journal
were devoted followers of Darwin, and the Swiss psychiatrist and
eugenicist August Forel (1848–1931), whose lectures and works 
were translated into Polish. Wróblewski founded an affiliate journal,
Przyszlosc (The Future), that followed Forel’s anti-alcohol appeal pre-
sented in To the Polish People: On Degeneration (1907).
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, “degeneration” was one
of the key terms employed by social and medical reformers.10 The
main causes of physical degeneration in humans were perceived to be
alcoholism and venereal diseases. Physicians argued that the smallest
dose of alcohol, if consumed during sexual intercourse, adversely
affected the body of the conceived child. The progeny not only of
alcoholics, but also of people sporadically consuming alcohol, were
born weak and degenerate. Leon Wernic spoke in favor of an absolute
prohibition of marriage between people suffering from serious dis-
eases: “The fate of the human race should not be governed by a pass-
ing impulse and short-lived affection or by the sex drive of a given
individual but, rather, by a general concern of mankind to exclude
dwarfish types from among its ranks. Mankind must seek to create
generations strong in spirit and in body. (…) The ultimate goal of mar-
riage is to preserve and perfect the species.”11 It was thought that
moral purity was threatened by promiscuity, which was in turn encour-
aged by prostitution and pornography. For this reason, eugenicists
developed anti-alcohol and anti-pornography campaigns, promoted sex
education among the young, and advocated premarital sexual absti-
nence. The editors of Czystosc regarded industrialization and capital-
ism as the underlying cause of prostitution. In response, the zoologist
and physician Benedykt Dybowski developed a eugenic ethical pro-
gram.12 In a series of articles published in Czystosc, Dybowski high-
lighted the obstacles preventing social progress: alcoholism, national-
ism and religious devotion. For Dybowski, religion––the bastion of
superstition and ignorance––and prejudice were the greatest obstacles
hindering social progress and the most difficult to overcome. He con-
trasted the harmful consequences of religious beliefs––including, most
notably, intolerance, hatred and contempt––with the beneficial conse-
quences of science, which “recommends love, unity and harmony.”13

Conceived in these terms, the basis of the eugenic ethical revolution
was a system of beliefs drawing upon Darwinism and, more broadly,
the natural sciences. Science was to become the lasting foundation
stone of the new ethics. In accordance with Max Weber’s theory of the
dual nature of secular rationalization, science was the tool with which
the contributors of Czystosc constructed their visions of a “disenchant-
ed,” perfectly rational world, one free from religious superstition.
Accordingly, these authors considered religious dogma regarding the
resurrection and immortality of the human soul to be “prejudicial.”14
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In contrast, they were concerned with the social and “racial” impact of
alcoholics, whose progeny were described as “idiots,” “neurasthenics,”
“natural-born killers” or, at best, “epileptics,” and this was comple-
mented by the “scientifically” proven thesis that prostitutes were on
average twice as fertile as other women.15

Underlying this vision of social existence was the belief that progress
was possible, but only if all forms of social injustice and national antag-
onism were eliminated from society, thus ensuring greater potential for
individual happiness. In the case of conflict between individual and
public interest, priority should be given to the collective: “We demand
scientific human morality, that is, the understanding that each act is
moral as long as it sustains and develops the existence of the individ-
ual and mankind as a whole.”16 This group of eugenicists were con-
vinced that social pathologies, including prostitution and alcoholism,
would disappear as soon as people learned how to live according to the
principles of their new social ethics. At that stage in the formulation of
eugenic thinking, eugenicists had not as yet considered the question of
using coercive measures against those seen to be hampering progress
(especially the sick and socially unacceptable misfits). Wernic’s views
about the prohibition of marriage between “socially unacceptable”
individuals were therefore an exception at that time. 

The Evolution of the Polish Eugenic Movement

The Society for Combating Sexually Transmitted Diseases (Towar-
zystwo ku Zwalczaniu Zakažnych Chorób Plciowych) was established
in 1903 as a pseudo-eugenic organization in Poznan (Pozen under
German rule) by a group of physicians and social activists. Franciszek
Chlapowski (1846–1923), a physician and social activist, headed the
society. In the Congress Kingdom, the Boleslaw Prus Society for
Practical Hygiene (Towarzystwo Higiny Praktycznej im Boleslawa
Prusa) was the most dynamic. The patron of the society, Boleslaw
Prus (the pseudonym of Aleksander Glowacki, 1847–1912), an
acclaimed Polish writer of the second half of the nineteenth century,
belonged to an intellectual circle inspired by Western liberalism, called
the “Warsaw Positivists” (pozytywisci warszawscy).17 Stress on the
importance of public health, a key feature of modernization strategies,
grew out of the evolutionary philosophy of the “Warsaw positivists.”
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Members of the Society for Practical Hygiene undoubtedly accom-
plished many good things. In Warsaw, for instance, their work led to
the creation of public baths, supplies of clean clothing and living quar-
ters free of charge to the poor. Exhibitions and lectures on hygiene in
daily life were also organized. The society was particularly active dur-
ing the First World War. It was at that time that the energetic and ambi-
tious Leon Wernic distinguished himself as a leading eugenicist. In
1915, Wernic became head of the Department for Combating Prosti-
tution and Venereal Diseases, established as a branch of the society.
Two years later, Wernic transformed the department into a fully fledged
Society for Combating Prostitution and Venereal Diseases (Towarzystwo
do Walki z Prostytucja i Chorobami Wenerycznymi). In 1918, Wernic
was appointed head of the “second section” at the Ministry of Public
Health and Welfare, responsible for combating venereal diseases in the
Second Republic sof Poland.

In 1917, a heated debate began in the medical press regarding the
impact of the war on the size and health of the Polish population. In
the same year a Congress of Polish Hygienists (Drugi Zjazd Higieni-
stów Polskich) was held, where one of the speakers stated that it was
the responsibility of the future Polish state to “breed a homogeneous
and healthy type of Polish citizen.”18 Shortly before the Polish state was
established in November 1918, Wernic, in collaboration with politi-
cians and physicians of the new state, convened a congress on “The
Depopulation of the Country” (Zjazd w Sprawie Wyludnienia Kraju).
Women’s rights activists, physicians and representatives of a number
of non-governmental and government bodies discussed a wide range
of issues concerning the system of health care and welfare of the Polish
state. Other problems addressed by the participants included methods
of birth control, the legal status of illegitimate offspring, the provision
of care to neglected children and orphans, and the means by which to
combat prostitution and venereal disease. But perhaps the most impor-
tant question raised concerned the prevention of racial degeneration.
As a result, the Executive Committee of the Congress filed a request to
the state authorities for the compulsory sterilization of the incurably ill
and criminals serving prison sentences, as well as the voluntary sterili-
zation of individuals suffering from hereditary disease. Additionally, a
request was made for the legal prohibition of marriage between those
afflicted by hereditary diseases.19
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These proposals were radical in nature. It was for the first time that
the issue of sterilization was publicly discussed. The imminent
prospect of the restoration of a Polish state was the decisive factor
resulting in demands for eugenic measures, for proponents of eugenic
“social correction” understood that social engineering required state
infrastructure. In order to identify “individuals of little value” (people
suffering from tuberculosis, alcoholics, vagrants, prostitutes, the men-
tally disabled), it was necessary to employ large numbers of clerical
workers and, consequently, to allocate resources from the state budget.
In addition to administration and funds, the state had special measures
at its disposal, namely, the legal application of physical violence.20

This final factor brought the nascent eugenic community and govern-
mental bodies closer together.

Throughout the interwar period, eugenicists made repeated appeals
to the state and finally succeeded in gaining support for the idea of a
public health service. Partly owing to the persistence and determina-
tion of physicians such as Tomasz Janiszewski, a separate Ministry 
of Public Health and Welfare (Ministerstwo Zdrowia Publicznego i
Opieki Spolecznej) was created in 1918. Until its dissolution in 1924, 
a member of the Polish Eugenics Society headed the Ministry. Polish
eugenics of the interwar period therefore considered the state as the sole
institution empowered to pursue eugenic policies on a national scale.

The Polish Eugenics Society in the Interwar Period

Until the late 1920s, the Society for Combating Venereal Diseases
(renamed the Polish Eugenics Society in 1922) remained an organiza-
tion consisting of experts. At this time, Leon Wernic chaired the Society.
Its members were physicians, dermatologists, psychiatrists, and pedia-
tricians.21 For example, practically every member of the editorial board
of the quarterly Zagadnienia rasy (Questions of Race) had doctoral
degrees, and some were academics. Many were physicians born during
the 1870s and 1880s. The Polish Eugenics Society had numerous
branches in towns and cities across the country. Consequently, the
influence of the society expanded along with its membership. (On the
eve of the outbreak of the Second World War the society had almost
10,000 members.) After 1927, prominent anthropologists from the
Lvov School of Anthropology, as well as writers and journalists con-
nected to the Polish Section of the World League for Sexual Reform
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established by the poet, translator and writer Tadeusz Boy-Z
.
elenski

(1874–1941), became involved in the work of the society.22

In many respects the development of the Polish eugenic movement
resembled the Scandinavian model. Similar to Denmark, Norway and
Sweden, Polish eugenics was supported by left-wing and liberal advo-
cates of state welfare. The vast majority of eugenicists proposed raising
benefits for citizens and state interventionism in the economy. Indeed,
contributors to Zagadnienia Rasy did not conceal their aversion to
free-market competition. In Janiszewski’s opinion, “free-market ego-
ism” leads to “human capital being wasted” and “the exploitation of
the labor force.”23 Advocates of eugenics sought to introduce a ration-
al system of economic management, one guaranteed by government
administration, and to replace “free-market chaos.” Such ideas stood in
sharp contrast to nationalist visions, which aimed to combat etatism
and promote free-market competition as a matter of principle. German
racial hygiene also influenced its Polish counterpart in no small meas-
ure during the formative years of the movement’s development. Books
and pamphlets by Alfred Ploetz (1860–1940), Wilhelm Schallmayer
(1857–1919), and Alfred Grotjahn (1869–1931) all played a decisive
role in influencing Polish eugenics. The only handbook of eugenics
published in Polish was translated from German.24 Yet, as a result of
the growing tide of racism in Germany after 1933, the title of Zagadnie-
nia Rasy was changed in 1938 to Eugenika Polska (Polish Eugenics).
Nevertheless, the closeness of these models was also signified in debates
about sterilization in the draft eugenic legislation of the mid-1930s.

In the interwar years, eugenicists pursued community work on a
large scale. The Polish Eugenics Society contributed to the reduction
of venereal and other communicable diseases, as well as the interna-
tional trafficking of women. To this end, Polish eugenicists co-operat-
ed with women’s rights organizations, such as the Union for Women’s
Civic Work (Związkiem Obywatelskiej Pracy Kobiet), the Christian
Society for the Protection of Catholic and Protestant Women (Chrzes
cijanskiego Towarzystwa Ochrony Kobiet Katolickich i Prostanckich),
and the Jewish Society for the Protection of Women (Z

.
ydowskiego

Towarzystwa Ochrony Kobiet), as well as with representatives of the
Polish Ministry of Labour and Welfare. In collaboration with these
organizations, the society helped found the Polish Committee against
the Trafficking of Women and Children (Polski Komitet do Walki z
Handlem Kobietami i Dziecmi) in 1923.25
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Nation, Class and Race

Eugenicists generally understood the concept of the “nation” accord-
ing to historical and biological laws. The economist and social activist
involved in fighting alcoholism, Zofia Daszynska-Golinska (1866–
1934), wrote: “The nation is an organization based on a bio-genetic
community.”26 The historian and politician Apolinary Garlicki (1872–
1940) believed that the nation “lasts only as long as it preserves a
healthy and pure collective idioplasm.”27 In his numerous publications
the most radical of Polish eugenicists, Tomasz Janiszewski, stressed
that: “Health, and physical health alone determines the existence of
nations and states.”28 He believed that the development of nations
depended on the condition of race. However, they toned down the
nationalist vision of an inevitable antagonism between nations and
races, replacing it with an idea of “rivalry,” in which Poland participat-
ed on an equal footing with other nations.29 Ultimately, the protection
of the race and the nation was a patriotic duty, a “dictate of reason and
the heart.”30

Throughout the interwar period Polish eugenicists used the word
“race” in broad terms: as a synonym for community (nation, society,
social group), designating genetic inheritance (inherited racial charac-
teristics), or as an anthropological term denoting particular physical
characteristics. Polish eugenicists tended to refrain from anti-Semitic
and racist phraseology. This can be explained by the following factors:
the “progressive,” non-nationalistic nature of the society; the fact that
at any given time its membership included many physicians and social
activists of Jewish origin; and general disapproval of racist theories, in
addition to the Nazi interpretation of physical anthropology. During
the 1930s, anthropologists active in the eugenic movement decon-
structed the main tenets of German racism, in articles for Zagadnienia
Rasy and elsewhere. For example, in his works on physical anthropol-
ogy, Stanislaw Z

.
ejmo-Z

.
ejmis protested against the use of the term

“race” in reference to nationality. He pointed to the harmful influence
of Arthur de Gobineau’s theory about the development of anthropolo-
gy as a distinct discipline.31

The “Military Anthropological Photograph” (wojskowe zdjęcie
antropologiczne), a large-scale project carried out by Polish anthropol-
ogists in the 1920s, underlined Polish rejection of the vulgarization of
racial sciences. The project involved the “racial” examination of over
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80,000 Polish soldiers (the measurement scheme comprised forty-five
points, including hair, eye, and skin coloring, body proportions, and so
on), concluding that the Nordic racial type prevailed in Poland.32 Fol-
lowing the Nazi occupation of Poland in September 1939, the material
compiled during the project was destroyed. 

Of all Polish eugenicists, only Karol Stojanowski (1872–1947), a
nationalist-leaning journalist, demanded the creation of an exclusivist
Polish nation-state in which the civil rights of national minorities
(especially the Jews) would be denied.33 Unsurprisingly, his opinions
were not published in Zagadnienia Rasy, for Wernic endeavored to
ensure that the journal remained untainted by anti-Semitic prejudice.
Yet Stojanowski did not belong to the eugenic mainstream; he did not,
for instance, support the idea of compulsory sterilization pursued by
the Eugenics Society during the 1930s.

The Polish eugenic movement was class- rather than race-oriented.
In various draft versions of the laws on sterilization proposed by the
society during the 1930s, the strictest eugenic legislation was targeted
at the poor and the underclass. Eugenicists appealed to the state to 
regulate, by means of sterilization, the natural increase of “the handi-
capped, often degenerate; those that are a permanent burden on state
and society: the degenerate, the retarded and the sick that constitute
the majority of hospitalized patients and inmates of shelters and other
specialized institutions.”34 However, the general prosperity of the state
was to be promoted through the organization and selection of the labor
force according to racial principles. It was thought that eugenic “breed-
ing” would produce effective workers and good soldiers. Eugenicists
stressed the importance of career guidance and published a cycle of
pamphlets in 1925 under the title O wyborze zawodu i wychowaniu
(On Career Choice and Upbringing). Furthermore, they recommended
that employers introduce IQ tests and methods of psychological con-
sultation when recruiting new workers. Improving working conditions
would motivate workers to achieve higher productivity, while simulta-
neously increasing job satisfaction. Eugenicists declared that popular-
izing the principles of occupational hygiene would lead to an improve-
ment in relations between private entrepreneurs and workers; therefore
it was important to cultivate an environment in which new social and
cultural attitudes could take root. 

Furthermore, eugenicists aspired to assume a specific role in socie-
ty, namely, that of experts on occupational hygiene.35 However, when
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taking a closer look at eugenic discourse it becomes apparent that,
despite the language of paternalism, eugenicists harbored a manipula-
tive attitude towards workers, referred to as “human material,” “human
factor,” “production material,” “labor force,” “production force” or
“military material.”36 This type of thinking, in its attempts to rational-
ize and “technologize” daily life, was common during the interwar
years. Still, this type of social engineering did have positive effects:
the advent of the new architecture inspired by Charles Le Corbusier
(1887–1965) helped raise the living standards of the labor force. That
said, eugenicists added an extra dimension to this project: violence. 

Politics and Eugenics

In the 1930s, eugenicists encountered obstacles in their efforts to intro-
duce sterilization, not only in the form of the Roman Catholic Church
but also, more importantly, by politicians, who remained indifferent to
their arguments. When Józef Pilsudski (1867–1935) staged a military
coup in May 1926, leading figures of the Polish Eugenics Society
made proposals to Pilsudski. Pilsudski’s circle of associates included
socialists, liberals, and conservatives.37 The ruling circle, known as the
Sanacja, proposed a new “state ideology” that promoted loyalty to the
Polish state. In turn, members of the Society conceived of eugenics as
a form of state ideology. To this end they organized lecture series and
exhibitions under the auspices of the Pilsudski camp (Pilsudski’s por-
traits and excerpts from his speeches were used on the Society’s pub-
licity materials).38 In the proposed eugenic legislation, the state was to
offer special protection and assistance to “people from families with 
a good record of community work,” “disinterested social activists,”
“model employees in all types of production,” “healthy mothers, edu-
cators and housewives.”39

These efforts notwithstanding, eugenics did not become part of
Polish state ideology. Officials from the Sanacja camp sternly rejected
all proposals for compulsory sterilization, obligatory prenuptial certifi-
cates, and any other form of eugenic regulation of the daily lives of
citizens. The distinction between citizens of “greater” and “lesser” val-
ue was described by one official as “a caricature of censured society,”
and the relevant legislation as “a perfect arena for enormous abuse,
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nepotism and corruption.”40 The eugenicists’ only tangible success in
the 1930s was the establishment in 1935 of a Eugenics Section attached
to the government-run National Health Council, whose eugenic legis-
lation was debated and drafted independent of the Eugenics Society.41

Clearly, eugenics was more popular in medical circles than in the
political sphere. For various reasons, politicians from across the spec-
trum––and particularly socialists––were disinterested in eugenic legis-
lation; socialists, in particular, were suspicious of the neo-Malthusian
doctrine. Only a small proportion of socialists supported the idea of
birth control. Likewise, Polish socialists coldly received eugenics,
regarding it as yet another theory distracting the attention of the mass-
es from more pressing problems. 

Conclusions

The political isolation of physicians and eugenicists deepened from the
mid-1920s onwards. The strong position of the Roman Catholic Church,
aversion to theories of race––among both the political left and right––
and the example of Nazi Germany all played an important role in
diluting eugenic ideas in Poland. The idea of the “eugenic correction”
of society was quashed as early as 1924. 

The domination of the Ministry of the Interior over health policy
increased the risk of the introduction of compulsory sterilization. In
Poland, the dissolution of the Ministry of Public Health (the removal
of physicians from policy making) averted the threat of artificial social
selection. However, the lack of racist rhetoric among Polish eugeni-
cists did not mitigate the grandeur of their utopian visions of a disease-
free, happy, and vibrant society. The 1935 legislation on eugenics, the
Eugenics Bill (Projekt Ustawy Eugenicznej), identified epileptics,
those afflicted by hereditary blindness or deafness, the insane (schizo-
phrenics, manic-depressives), alcoholics, the mentally disabled and,
finally, those with “grave hereditary physical defects” as cases for
compulsory sterilization. Other proposed laws went even further.
Wiktor Grzywo-Dąbrowski, for instance, suggested the compulsory
sterilization of those suffering from tuberculosis and syphilis.42 Other
drafts included the sterilization of drug addicts and alcoholics.43

Eugenicists were motivated by a peculiar idea of the “common
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good.” They imagined that sterilization, if applied in the long term,
would eventually steer the biological evolution of man towards a final
state of perfection. They were deaf to criticism and the warnings of
opponents of sterilization.44 The eugenic correction of society was
what Karl Popper has termed “utopian social engineering”; that is, a
large-scale project of change whose practical consequences are unpre-
dictable.45 For eugenicists, the introduction of sterilization as part of a
wider social experiment was the only way to acquire knowledge about
inheritance, thereby contributing to social progress.
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22 Leading figures in the field of anthroplogy included Jan Mydlarski and
Stanislaw Z

.
ejmo-Zejmis.

23 Janiszewski, Polskie Ministerstwo Zdrowia Publicznego (Krakow: Odbitka
ze Zdrowia, 1917), 7.

24 Alfred Grotjahn, Higiena praktyczna (trans. by T. Janiszewski) (Krakow:
Wydawnictwo Polskiego Towarzystwa Eugenicznego, 1930).

25 See Teodora Męczkowska, “Stosunek Towarzystwa Eugenicznego do
towarzystw pokrewnych,” Zagadnienia Rasy 2, 1 (1924), 17; and Wacl aw
Borkowski, “Projekt organizacji misji kolejowych,” Zagadnienia Rasy 2, 11
(1924), 11.

26 Zofia Daszynska-Golinska, Polityka populacyjna (Warsaw: Księgarnia
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The First Debates on Eugenics in Hungary,

1910–1918

Marius Turda

The history of eugenics in Hungary remains a neglected area in con-
temporary scholarship. Although studies dealing with German racial
hygiene and eugenics during the interwar period record the eugenic
ideals professed by various Hungarian political and intellectual figures,
to date no scholarly discussion of the eugenic movement in Hungary
has been undertaken.1 One would have expected Hungarian scholar-
ship to compensate for such a historiographic lacuna. However, in
most Hungarian scholarship, eugenics is either marginalized as an
insignificant historical detail, or treated indistinguishably from other
subjects like bio-medical racism.2

Such historical and academic neglect has, however, no justification.
Like elsewhere, Hungarian eugenicists addressed a wide range of med-
ical, social, and political issues, from social hygiene and mental care to
forced sterilization and serological research of ethnic groups. Hungarian
eugenicists deemed resolution of these issues essential to the progress of
Hungarian society at the time. Moreover, the fascination with eugenics
in Hungary knew no ideological restrictions. Socialist and fascist sup-
porters alike favoured it, and religious groups, such as Roman Catholics,
offered some of the most sophisticated interpretations of the relation-
ship between eugenics and religion of the interwar period in Hungary.
The time has come for the history of eugenics in Hungary to receive
the attention it deserves, and for Hungarian eugenicists to be integrated
within the international scholarship on racial hygiene and eugenics.

This chapter discusses the first phase in the history of eugenics in
Hungary, between 1910 and 1918. During this formative period, two
schools of eugenic thought were formed: the first, internal, group was
represented, most prominently, by István Apáthy, József Madzsar, Lajos
Dienes, Zsigmond Fülöp, János Bársony and Mihály Lenhossék. This



group believed in the pre-eminence of Hungarian eugenics over com-
peting eugenic ideas from abroad. The second, external, group was
dominated by the activity of one individual, Géza von Hoffmann,
although eugenicists associated with the internal group, such as János
Bársony and Ernô Tomor, also contributed to its development. The
external group of Hungarian eugenicists endeavoured to accommodate
ideas associated with American and German eugenics, especially racial
hygiene, to Hungarian realities. The interaction between these two
groups of eugenicists provided a propitious environment for the emer-
gence of some of the most interesting theoretical debates on the mean-
ing and practice of eugenics in early-twentieth-century Europe. Scholars
concur that during the first two decades of the twentieth century, British,
American and German eugenic movements were well established; yet
no study has hitherto documented that between 1910 and 1918 Hun-
gary was, in fact, in the vanguard of eugenic thinking in Europe.

The chapter is divided into four sections. First, I review some of the
Hungarian reactions to the European debate about racial hygiene and
eugenics during the first decade of the twentieth century. Interestingly,
the development of British eugenics and German racial hygiene preoc-
cupied not only established medical doctors such as Lajos Dienes and
József Madzsar, or progressive sociologists like Oszkár Jászi, but also
prominent Hungarian politicians like Count Pál Teleki. In the second
section I examine the first Hungarian debate on eugenics, the so-called
Eugenika vita, which was organized in 1911 by the Hungarian Academy
of Sciences, with an impressive number of Hungarian intellectuals from
various disciplines, including biology, anthropology and psychiatry,
attending. In the third section I discuss the creation of the Eugenics
Society in 1914. A lively dialogue on the role and importance of
eugenics and racial hygiene accompanied the establishment of the
Eugenics Society. Indeed, István Apáthy and Géza von Hoffmann pub-
lished some of their most important studies relating to eugenics during
this period. The publication of these studies notwithstanding, there was
no agreement between Apáthy and Hoffmann with respect to their role
within the Eugenics Society. The external group did not become an inte-
gral component of the eugenic movement in Hungary as Hoffmann had
hoped, and the methodological rupture between his theory of eugenics
and that proposed by Apáthy persisted until 1917. 

In the final section I consider the evolution of eugenics during the
First World War. After 1914, the social and national transformations
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caused by war became prime eugenic concerns, as illustrated by the
work of Lajos Méhely, János Bársony, József Madzsar and Géza von
Hoffmann. Equally importantly, the war reconfigured the relationship
between the internal and external groups of Hungarian eugenicists. If,
before the war, the preponderance of the internal group was unques-
tionable, after the outbreak of the war the influence of the external group
notably increased. Between 1914 and 1917, Géza von Hoffmann,
arguably the most internationally recognized Hungarian eugenicist, con-
tributed to European and American debates on racial hygiene, eugenics
and sterilization. He published both in Hungary and abroad, thus inte-
grating Hungarian eugenics within a broader European and North Ame-
rican context. 

In the climate of heightened nationalism and concerns about the
declining birthrate, advocates of social hygiene like János Bársony and
József Madzsar designed innovative schemes for promoting the health
of the family. Although eugenicists saluted the introduction of these
schemes in preventive medicine, they disagreed on its ideological mes-
sage. Eugenicists associated with the conservative Right were con-
cerned that socialists, and the Left generally, should not be seen to take
the initiative in health education. As in Germany and Austria, conser-
vative eugenicists in Hungary developed their own hygienic strategy,
which promoted racial values and a new idea of nationalist morality.
Eugenics became a useful instrument for supporters of state welfare
and for those, like Ernô Tomor and Géza von Hoffmann, who urged
the introduction of a population policy to support the quality rather
than quantity of births. Both groups, however, agreed on one important
subject, namely, that eugenic policies should improve the racial qualities
of the nation. This was the programmatic vision upon which the Hun-
garian Society for Racial Hygiene and Population Policy was created
in 1917. The establishment of this Society placed Hungarian eugenics
firmly on the intellectual map of European eugenic movements.

I. The Roots of the Eugenic Movement (1904–1910)

The emergence of the eugenic movement in Hungary required the
acceptance of an entirely different discipline by established academics
and political actors of the day. Yet eugenics, however different, was
not entirely new in Hungary. Preoccupations with the racial character-
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istics of peoples and their distinct somatic and psychological features
had preoccupied generations of Hungarian anthropologists, naturalists,
and practitioners of medical sciences during the course of the nineteenth
century.3 Attuned to the evolutionary theories of Jean Baptiste Lamarck
(1744–1829), Herbert Spencer (1820–1893), Thomas Malthus (1766–
1834), Charles Darwin (1809–1882), and August Weismann (1834–
1914), Hungarian supporters of the theory of natural evolution advo-
cated the revolutionary importance of new theories of heredity for the
development of Hungarian science.4 In addition to anthropology, soci-
ology and medical hygiene were the other scientific disciplines to cul-
tivate a Darwinist interpretation of human nature, a view that facilitat-
ed the transmission of eugenic ideas.

To be sure, the fascination with evolution and heredity transcended
the confines of scientific disciplines. Count Pál Teleki (1879–1941), a
prominent Hungarian aristocrat and prime minister of Hungary (1920–
1921 and 1939–1941), for example, was fascinated by the relationship
between science and politics and excelled in his knowledge of human
geography. In 1904, in the journal established by progressive Hungarian
intellectuals Huszadik Század (Twentieth Century), Teleki welcomed
the publication of the first issue of the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesell-
schaftsbiologie (Journal of Racial and Social Biology)—a journal edit-
ed by Alfred Ploetz (1860–1940), the German racial hygienist. Teleki
made no explicit attempt to discuss the concept of “racial hygiene” but
he reiterated his support for Ploetz’s eugenic endeavours and concurred
with Ploetz that biology was the true venue for exploring the dynamics
of both human societies and the evolution of individuals. “True social
sciences,” Teleki wrote, are dependent on biology in order to reveal the
“social fabric of mankind.”5 The “father of eugenics,” Francis Galton
(1822–1911), was also reviewed favourably in Huszadik Század. In
1906, József Madzsar (1876–1940), a leading physician and social
hygienist, briefly examined Galton’s definition of eugenics, as present-
ed in “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope and Aims” (1904).6 Madzsar’s
review was shortly followed by a more substantial translation of one of
Galton’s most important articles dealing with the relationship between
eugenics and biometry, “Probability, The Foundation of Eugenics”
(1907).7 With this article Galton not only made it clear that he support-
ed Pearson’s biometrical studies, but he also validated the embryonic
Hungarian discourse on biometry. 
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Magyar Társadalomtudományi Szemle (Hungarian Review of Social
Sciences) was the other important journal helping to galvanize the dis-
semination of eugenic ideas in Hungary during the first decade of the
twentieth century. In 1909, a new section on “Közegészségügy” (pub-
lic health) appeared in the journal, quickly becoming a forum for debate
about Darwinism and evolution, as well as feminism and biology, for
authors of various political and intellectual orientations, including Ist-
ván Apáthy (1863–1922), the eminent Hungarian zoologist and dean
of the Medical Faculty in Kolozsvár (today Cluj, Romania), and the
lawyer and journalist Géza Kenedi (1853–1920).8

Scientific discussions on evolution and heredity also influenced
attitudes towards practical experimentation in the field of traditional
hygiene. A new biological ethos was gradually formed, one that refash-
ioned general ideas about hygiene into topics connected to racial hygiene.
In 1906, the Hungarian statistician Géza Vitéz (1871–1931) produced
an analysis of how social conditions determined reproductive behav-
iour. In Születési és termékenységi statistika (Statistics on Births and
Fecundity), Vitéz explained fluctuating birthrates as a consequence of
fertility change and the “rationalization” of reproduction by wealthy
families. Moreover, Vitéz envisioned an interventionist programme
aiming simultaneously to protect, regulate, and emancipate Hungarian
women in accordance with new ideas of social hygiene.9

Towards the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, ideas
of social and racial hygiene were appropriated by an eclectic segment
of the Hungarian scientific elite. The strongest support came, however,
from medicine. Growing interest in the relationship between socioeco-
nomic development and medical pathology transformed the national
responsibility bestowed upon the medical profession. Physicians increas-
ingly considered themselves responsible for promoting the social and
national health of the nation. In a series of studies published between
1904 and 1910, József Madzsar outlined his conception about the social
and medical transformation of Hungarian society. He was engaged in
various medical projects, including combating “social plagues” such as
alcoholism, as well as the popularization of Darwinism as a social the-
ory.10 According to Mária Kovács, Madzsar should be credited with
introducing the “eugenic gospel” into Hungary.11 Indeed, Madzsar was
a respected physician and an enthusiastic supporter of Darwinism and
evolution, but the dissemination of eugenic ideas in Hungary was not
the achievement of one individual; instead, it was the result of concert-
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ed work by a number of physicians, sociologists, and anthropologists.
However, it is indisputable that Madzsar played a significant role in
stimulating interest in the benefits of the new science of eugenics among
the scientific and political elite in early-twentieth-century Hungary.

A prelude to the debate about eugenics came in 1910 with the pub-
lication of three seminal articles in Huszadik Század. Physician and
biologist Lajos Dienes (1885–1974) authored the first. Under the title
“Biometrika” (Biometrics), the article analysed Francis Galton’s con-
tribution to the study of measurable biological characteristics.12 József
Madzsar wrote the second article, “Gyakorlati eugenika” (Practical
Eugenics), in which he described the historical achievements of Men-
delism and argued that the new eugenika vallása (eugenic religion)
presented further venues for the understanding of the individual and
society.13 Finally, Zsigmond Fülöp (1882–1948), a naturalist and the
editor of Darwin’s works in Hungary, published “Eugenika” (Eugenics),14

in which he discussed various definitions of eugenics and the relation-
ship between eugenics and biometry. Biometrics and biometry became
part of the European scientific vocabulary after the publication of the
journal Biometrika, founded in 1901 by Francis Galton, Walter F. R.
Weldon (1860–1906) and Karl Pearson (1857–1936). According to
Pearson, biometry denoted the application of modern statistical meth-
ods to biology. It was assumed that Pearson’s mathematical model was
opposed to the newly discovered Mendelian laws of inherited charac-
teristics (the law of segregation and the law of independent assortment).
Familiar with the debate between biometricians and Mendelians in
Britain, Dienes, Madzsar and Fülöp chose, however, to synthesize
their own conflicting views on heredity and natural selection rather
than create two separate schools of eugenic thought. 

The publication of these articles in Huszadik Század thus had two
immediate consequences. First, it demonstrated that Hungarian eugeni-
cists were eager to unify various interpretations of the new science of
eugenics and to initiate a discussion about eugenics within the larger
scientific community. Second, it openly challenged Hungarian sup-
porters of Lamarckism to accommodate Mendel’s laws of heredity,
particularly the notion of the transmission of human characteristics.
Once eugenics had succeeded in attracting sufficient supporters, two
dominant viewpoints formed with respect to its application to Hunga-
rian society. 

One category of eugenicists argued that economic reform and the
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improvement of social conditions should be directed by the precepts of
racial hygiene. The advocates of this view of social reform underlined
the necessity for selective breeding policies designed to prevent those
individuals with “negative” characteristics from social interaction and,
ultimately, reproduction. Yet such a radical position did not go unchal-
lenged. There were supporters of eugenics who, instead, perceived
their actions primarily in terms of social and medical reforms. For this
category, eugenics was part of a broader hygienic Weltanschauung,
which included diverse policies, such as improving the living condi-

The First Debates on Eugenics in Hungary, 1910–1918 191

Fig. 1. Zsigmond Fülöp’s article on eugenics announced in the progressive journal Huszadik
Század



tions of the urban underprivileged classes in the suburbs of Budapest,
the prevention of venereal diseases, and the social reintegration of
prostitutes. These two interpretations of the role of eugenics in society
were to be tested during the first public debate on eugenics in
Hungary, the Eugenika vita of 1911.

II. The First Debate on Eugenics in Hungary (1911)

The transformation of eugenics from a specialized scientific discourse
involving a few physicians interested in heredity, into an organized
discipline and public association occurred gradually and involved a
number of crucial steps. The scientific jargon of eugenics had to be
popularized, so that it appeared to address the general problems of
Hungarian society. The debate between biometricians and Mendelians
might have interested Dienes and Madzsar, but such a subject hardly
ensured the favourable reception of eugenic rhetoric among the less
scientifically oriented members of the Hungarian political and social
elite. In Hungary, similar to other parts of Europe, eugenics was redesigned
according to immediate social and national concerns.

In 1911, Huszadik Század published three articles devoted to eugen-
ics. In the first, “Fajromlás és fajnemesítés” (Racial Degeneration and
Racial Improvement), József Madzsar presented a conceptual synthe-
sis of various works on eugenics including Francis Galton’s Natural
Inheritance (1899), Karl Pearson’s The Scope and Importance to the
State of the Science of National Eugenics (1909), and Leonard Doncaster’s
Heredity in the Light of Recent Research (1910). Agreeing with these
authors, Madzsar argued that the new science of eugenics should be
directed towards the eradication of medical problems facing Hunga-
rian society, such as tuberculosis and malaria, the level of “fertility in
diseased and healthy families,” as well as the impact of alcoholism on
these families. More importantly, however, Madzsar imbued eugenics
with a social mission. Fears of social degeneration characterized much
of Madzsar’s previous work on alcoholism and fertility. Transposing
these anxieties to the perceived decline of the racial qualities of the
population confirmed Madzsar’s belief: the proportion of the constitu-
tionally weak and mentally disabled was on the increase in Hungary.
Ultimately, “the institution of marriage” needed to be reformed. Echo-
ing familiar tropes of British discourse on eugenics, Madzsar suggest-
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ed that marriage between the mentally disabled caused profound social
instability; eugenics should in turn consider regulating such marriages.

The wider intellectual objectives of this article largely mirrored
Madzsar’s own ideological goals: to overcome divided attitudes about
the implementation of social policies in Hungary, most notably in the
spheres of medical care and social assistance; to educate a responsive
audience in the virtues of eugenics, especially its heuristic and ideo-
logical potential as a source of individual liberation; and, finally, to
develop and clarify eugenic reform by purging elitist notions from its
social doctrine. To create a “biological aristocracy”—one based not on
social class but upon hereditary qualities—was perhaps a eugenic utopia,
but one that could nevertheless be achieved by the next generation.15

Contributions by Francis Galton and Karl Pearson to the consolida-
tion of eugenics as a scientific discipline were further analysed by Lajos
Dienes. In “A fajnemesítés biometrikai alapjai” (The Biometrical Basis
of Racial Improvement), he explored the relationship between eugen-
ics and biometrics. On the one hand, Dienes acknowledged Madzsar’s
innovative contribution to the dissemination of eugenic ideas in Hun-
gary; on the other, he maintained the importance of Pearson’s approach
in understanding racial qualities through statistical techniques, in par-
ticular. According to Dienes, differences in physical traits, health, and
intelligence could be explained by the statistical study of natural selec-
tion within the population. Dienes thus combined Pearson’s population
approach to Darwinist variation with Galton’s hereditary conception of
society in order to justify his own concept of hereditary social policies.
The introduction of such policies would, according to Dienes, improve
the social condition of the nation.16

Zsigmond Fülöp added a new dimension to this discussion. In “Az
eugenetika követelései és korunk társadalmi viszonyai” (The Claims
of Eugenics and the Social Conditions of Our Age), Fülöp attempted to
analyse eugenics from a comparative perspective. This was undertaken
through an assessment of Madzsar’s arguments about the social role of
eugenics, as well as the works of Francis Galton and Wilhelm Schall-
mayer on heredity. Eugenics simultaneously aimed to improve (through
“positive” eugenics) and impair (through “negative” eugenics) the
racial qualities in a population. The differentiation of eugenic methods,
as Fülöp acknowledged in his article, followed Galton’s original defi-
nition of eugenics, posited in 1883. In addition to its potential for
channelling social transformation, eugenics should also prompt the
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creation of a new “national ethics,” namely, an evolved form of social
solidarity ensuring the racial continuity of future generations.17

These articles catalysed a lengthy debate about eugenics in Hungary.
Coordinated by the Társadalomtudományi Társaság (The Sociological
Society), the Eugenika vita had a clear aim: to clarify the scientific and
social challenges posed by eugenika, eugenetika (eugenics), fajromlás
(racial degeneration), and fajnemesítés (racial improvement). This
multiple terminology suggests that doubt may have existed among
Hungarian supporters of eugenics as to whether the term “eugenics”
was sufficient to encompass the competing viewpoints expressed dur-
ing the debate. Under the provocative title “A fajnemesítés (eugenika)
problémái” (The Question of Racial Improvement—Eugenics), Husza-
dik Század published in two consecutive issues some of the speeches
delivered on the occasion.18

Initial reporting of the debate contained summaries of the argu-
ments made by one group of participants. This included Sándor Doktor
(1864–1945), who discussed Galton’s theory of eugenics; László Detre
(1874–1939), who reviewed Mendel’s laws of heredity; and István
Apáthy, who suggested the adoption of a Hungarian term, faj egész-
ségtana (racial hygiene), instead of either eugenika or eugenetika
(eugenics). 

Dezsô Buday (1879–1919), a jurist, led Huszadik Század’s second
reporting of the debate. Buday maintained that eugenics should address
social problems from two perspectives: the first, “biological,” concern-
ing the laws of breeding and heredity; and the second, “sociological,”
embracing biometrical statistics. Buday placed his programme of bio-
logical rejuvenation at the intersection of these two perspectives: “Now,”
he suggested, “we may become more humane through positive selec-
tion and more powerful through the negative one. Now, we could
advertise the luxury of eugenics: breeding Übermensch and geniuses.”19

Yet again, the Mendelian and biometrical views on heredity appeared
in Hungarian debates about eugenics; but on this occasion an amend-
ment was suggested. A few years before the English statistician and
biologist Ronald A. Fisher (1890–1962) attempted to reconcile these
two positions, Buday proposed that Mendelism could complement bio-
metry, especially in the field of social hygiene. 

The social implications of eugenics were further discussed by the
psychologist László Epstein (1865–1923), and the neurologist and
feminist René Berkovits (1882–?). The latter went a step further and,
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following Madzsar, linked social hygiene to concerns about racial
degeneration. According to Berkovits, “eugenics should be pursued
not only from an explanatory but also from a practical point of view:
to determine the heredity of acquired characteristics and the causes of
degeneration.”20 Berkovits also realized the importance of institution-
alizing eugenics: she suggested the establishment of a “eugenic com-
mittee” under the auspices of Társadalomtudományi Társaság. Indeed,
Berkovits was the first supporter of eugenics in Hungary to advocate
its institutionalization as a component of state social policy.

Yet Berkovits was not the only participant urging a more practical
application of eugenics. Tibor Péterfi (1883–1953), a histologist, main-
tained that “hitherto there has been a discrepancy between prevalent
eugenics theories and the low results derived from practice.”21 Like-
wise, commenting on the practical results of eugenics, a certain Dr.
Imre Káldor noted that “the future true eugenic movement” would
“create an improved living social organism.”22

Other contributors favoured a more theoretical debate on eugenics.
For example, Zoltán Rónai (1880–1940), a lawyer, insisted that eugen-
ics should aim at solving the scientific conundrum between “nature”
and “nurture.” According to Rónai, the main question to be addressed
was whether characteristics acquired by organisms could be inherited
or whether the environment proved crucial in shaping the biological
formation of the individual. In this context, biometrics was revered for
providing illuminating arguments in support of eugenics. Mathemati-
cal statistics could, Rónai believed, offer a more comprehensive expla-
nation of the occurrences of “racial degeneration” (faj romlása), thus
assisting “racial hygiene” in finding solutions to social and venereal
diseases like alcoholism and syphilis. Considering the level of social
transformation envisaged by eugenics, Rónai remarked that racial
hygiene could only be achieved in a “socialist society.”23 A similar
left-wing vision of social reform influenced Zsigmond Engel’s notion of
state intervention through the practice of eugenics. Engel recommend-
ed that both the general public and scientists actively address the prob-
lem of degenerating family health and welfare. These problems, Engel
insisted, required protective measures from the state and the medical
profession.24

The discussion continued with Leó Liebermann (1852–1926), a
prominent social hygienist and immunologist, who explored the rela-
tionship between “racial improvement” (fajnemesítés) and the social
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fabric of society;25 and Vilma Glücklich (1872–1927), a teacher and
feminist activist, who reasserted the importance of a Mendelian per-
spective on the issue, arguing that from a eugenic point of view, faj-
nemesítés cannot be deleterious to the individual because, ultimately,
the “cell nucleus” is encoded in the organism and immune from exter-
nal intervention.26 Finally, Dezsô Hahn (1876–?), a psychologist,
admitted his reluctance to embrace Mendelism, and condemned the
evidence amassed by Mendelians as contradictory. Hahn disagreed
with the idea that the “hereditary composition” of the individual corre-
sponded to any particular “cell nucleus,” able to determine a particular
character, and instead suggested fusing the theory of heredity with the
importance of environmental factors, “from a eugenic point of view.”27

The debate inclined, however, towards supporting Mendelism and
its connection to the germ-plasm theory of heredity elaborated by August
Weismann (1834–1914). This view strongly rebuked the Lamarckian
theory of the “inheritance of acquired characteristics,” which did how-
ever—albeit subtly—resurface in some of the arguments put forward
in the debate. In “Az alkalmazott eugenika” (Applied Eugenics), Jenô
Vámos (1882–1950), a sociologist and veterinary doctor, supported
Weismann’s view that evolution resulted from the random variation of
germ cells. He also appealed to eugenics in helping to explain the sig-
nificance of inborn characteristics in determining the physical consti-
tution and temperament of individuals. With the consolidation of
eugenics as a scientific discipline, progress was made towards under-
standing human nature, so that, according to Vámos, “In today’s socie-
ty applied eugenics is not a utopia anymore, and it will be even less so
in the society of the future.”28

Nevertheless, the disagreement between biometricians and Mende-
lians in Hungary did not mean that there were irreconcilable method-
ological fissures, as was the case in Britain at the time. According to
Hungarian supporters of heredity and eugenics, the usage of statistical
and mathematical techniques in measuring continuous variations with-
in the population could complement the Mendelian emphasis on the
discontinuous variations transmissible to progeny. Lajos Dienes and
Zsigmond Fülöp, two of the most enthusiastic supporters of a fusion
between biometry and Mendelism, outlined these arguments in their
conclusive remarks to the debate. Both reiterated their support for bio-
metrics and endorsed Galton’s arguments about the need for eugenics-
based reform. Subsuming eugenics to biology was also strongly under-

196 “Blood and Homeland”



lined: “Again, it is reiterated that the tentative achievements in eugenic
research are provided by decisive factors in general biology.”29

This reconciliation of biometry with Mendelism suggests that there
was no fixed pattern for establishing which theory of heredity was 
to prevail during the debate. The tendency was, however, to accept
Person’s theory of biometry, Galton’s concept of eugenics, and to rein-
force Mendel’s laws of heredity. For those eugenicists supporting this
view, “nature” rather than “nurture” provided the key to understanding
how genetic material was transmitted from generation to generation.
Disagreement persisted, however, and the willingness of some of the
most prominent participants in the debate—such as Fülöp, Madzsar
and Dienes—to accept the Mendelian laws of human inheritance should
not obfuscate the fact that other contributors adhered to various forms
of Social Darwinism, Lamarckism, and neo-Malthusianism.

The 1911 debate on eugenics illustrates how determined Hungarian
eugenicists were in their efforts to understand and explain to larger
audiences both the idea of heredity and its application to society. To
exemplify this, it is worth returning to one paper presented to the debate.
Briefly mentioned in Huszadik Század, Apáthy’s interpretation of eugen-
ics was published in Magyar Társadalomtudományi Szemle under the
title “A faj egészségtana” (Racial Hygiene).30 Apáthy was an authority
on the structure of the nervous system and one of the most important
supporters of Darwinism and evolution in Hungary at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. Together with József Madzsar and Géza von
Hoffmann, Apáthy played a decisive role in the dissemination of eugenics
during this period. 

From the outset, Apáthy advanced a personal definition of eugen-
ics. “Racial hygiene (faj egészségtana),” he declared, “is practically
what Galton means by Eugenics.”31 Thus, although other participants
in the debate used the term eugenika (eugenics) extensively, Apáthy
rejected it. In many ways, Apáthy’s interpretation of faj egészségtana
resembled Alfred Ploetz’s conception of Rassenhygiene. In his 1895
Grundlinien einer Rassen-Hygiene (The Outlines of Racial Hygiene),
Ploetz defined Rassenhygiene as a new type of social hygiene, one that
considered the future of the race to be more important than the health
of the individual.32

As the main representative of the internal group of Hungarian eugeni-
cists, Apáthy selected the term faj egészségtana over eugenika in an
attempt to distance his theories from racist ideas.33 Moreover, he viewed
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preoccupations with the health of the race as a consequence of policies
of public health and social medicine. Apáthy’s emphasis on social
medicine is also reinforced by his use of the phrase “the health of the
race” (fajegészség), employed interchangeably with “racial hygiene”
(faj egészségtana). 

Apáthy aimed at producing a localized Hungarian version of eugen-
ics, one reflecting the achievements of English and German eugenics
and racial hygiene but imitating neither. Considering the novelty of
eugenic theories at the time, and the general tendency of other Hunga-
rian supporters of eugenics simply to enumerate the achievements of
their English and German counterparts, Apáthy’s adherence to a Hun-
garian definition of the term demonstrates his commitment to eugenic
ideals and his belief that Hungarian eugenics should be recognized as a
distinct movement. 

The Eugenika vita of 1911 had two immediate consequences. On
the practical level, it demonstrated the organizational efficiency of the
internal group of Hungarian eugenicists. On a theoretical level, the
debate on eugenics prompted two broader questions about the role of
eugenics in shaping views on the biological development of Hungarian
society: How could scientific paradigms like eugenics be made com-
patible with the social and national particularities of Hungarian socie-
ty? And could biologists and physicians be trusted as a source of scien-
tific enlightenment amidst profound social and national transformation?
By simultaneously raising the question of legitimacy and demanding
practical action in the name of science, the supporters of eugenics
challenged the cultural and political establishment to react more res-
olutely to the changes that, they argued, had been troubling Hungarian
society since the late nineteenth century.34

Ideologically, the second decade of the twentieth century was a peri-
od of fermentation for Hungarian eugenicists. Evaluating the Eugenika
vita, the Hungarian diplomat Géza von Hoffmann (1885–1921) noted
the socialist orientation of some of the participants (Apáthy and Mad-
zsar in particular). For Hoffmann, these contributors understood eugen-
ics from a “social and political” perspective rather than from a “biolog-
ical” standpoint; a dimension, Hoffmann argued, insufficiently explored
during the debate. Accordingly, it was this “biological perspective”
that Hoffmann placed at the centre of his interpretation of eugenics
and racial hygiene.35
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Hoffmann was one of the few European observers at the time to
have comprehensively researched eugenic legislation in America, as
evidenced by the publication in 1913 of Die Rassenhygiene in den Ver-
einigten Staaten von Nordamerika (Racial Hygiene in the United States
of America).36 In this book, Hoffmann presented evidence to highlight
certain concurrences between eugenic theories and practical social
policies, such as sterilization and immigration. Hoffmann endorsed
“negative” eugenic policies on the practical level, while simultaneous-
ly emphasizing their theoretical value. 
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Die Rassenhygiene in den Vereinigten Staaten von Nordamerika
catapulted Hoffmann to the forefront of the European movement on
eugenics and racial hygiene, and confirmed his status as a leading
authority on American eugenics.37 The publication of the book also
had a profound impact on the evolution of the Hungarian eugenic move-
ment. With this book Hoffmann articulated an alternative model of
eugenic thinking than that championed by István Apáthy and others
during the 1911 debate on eugenics. However, this period of theoreti-
cal germination led to methodological conflicts rather than to the devel-
opment of a common eugenic platform. One uncertainty dominated the
aftermath of this first debate on eugenics in Hungary: Would the inter-
nal and external group of Hungarian eugenicists be able to overcome
ideological disputes in order to form one unitary eugenic movement? 

III. The Establishment of the Eugenics Society (1914)

One attempt at reconciliation between the two groups occurred in
1914. István Apáthy reviewed Hoffmann’s book Die Rassenhygiene in
den Vereinigten Staaten von Nordamerika in a special section devoted
to eugenics in Magyar Társadalomtudományi Szemle. The review rep-
resented Apáthy’s attempt to find common ground between the two
dominant interpretations of eugenics.38 As with previous writings,
Apáthy commenced his analysis with a terminological debate about
eugenics; he then went on to discuss the origin of the term eugenics
(derived from the Greek ευγε′νια) and its usage by Galton, Ploetz, and
Schallmayer. In the second part of his review, Apáthy presented a
detailed description of Hoffmann’s book and its main theses, and con-
cluded by praising Hoffmann’s “interesting and valuable book.” The
time had come, Apáthy believed, for a professional treatment of the
“eugenics question in Hungary.” A “eugenics committee” was needed to
provide institutional support for eugenics. According to Apáthy, it was
not only the eugenicists who advocated the creation of such a com-
mittee, but also medical institutions in Budapest, including the Medical
Association (Budapesti Orvosegyesület) and the Association of Public
Health (Közegészségügyi Egyesület).39

Apáthy’s dedication to institutionalizing eugenics received strong
support from Hoffmann.40 Indeed, Hoffmann’s main objective was to
establish an effective eugenic organization in Hungary. Unlike many
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Hungarian conservatives, he sought common ground with the progres-
sive intelligentsia, for he perceived the two groups to have a common
goal: instilling racial hygiene in society through public awareness and
scientific institutionalization. It seemed that the idea of eugenics sup-
porting a quantitative (democratic) social system, as championed by
Apáthy and Madzsar, could be reconciled with racial hygiene schemes
envisioned by Hoffmann no matter how qualitative, selective, or authori-
tarian were their political implications. 

In the same issue of Magyar Társadalomtudományi Szemle, Hoff-
mann wrote his first article on eugenics in his native Hungarian lan-
guage. The title of the article, “Eugenika” (Eugenics), is provocative,
as Hoffmann preferred eugenika rather than faj egészségtana (the term
used by Apáthy) in advancing his definition of eugenics. This was
clearly an attempt to counteract Apáthy’s influence within the eugenic
movement in Hungary. Thus in the first part of his article, “A fajegész-
ségtan alapja” (The Foundation of Racial Hygiene), Hoffmann ana-
lysed Darwin’s theory of natural selection, Mendel’s hereditary laws,
and contributions to the development of eugenics thinking by luminar-
ies such as Francis Galton, Alfred Ploetz, and Wilhelm Schallmayer.
The second and the third part of the article dealt with the methodolo-
gies assumed by various schemes of racial hygiene; while in the last
part, Hoffmann returned to the practical implications of his eugenic
agenda: the creation of a section for racial hygiene within the Hungarian
Society of Social Sciences.41

Hoffmann’s article was a complex and contradictory ensemble of
theory and practice. American eugenics was central to his thinking, 
but Hoffmann also took ideas from German racial hygiene and British
eugenics. He thus explained his support for eugenics as an expression
of his more general commitment to the principle of racial improvement,
but he showed in his acceptance of Apáthy’s concept of faj egészség-
tana that he was prepared to put this commitment to eugenics above
partisan ideological considerations. That said, Hoffmann’s interpreta-
tion of racial hygiene was not passive, for racial hygiene went hand in
hand with public education on the importance of eugenics. And for
such an education to occur, Hoffmann argued, Hungary’s public insti-
tutions should promote a strong eugenic policy.

These initial efforts to popularize eugenics in Hungary did produce
the outcome Apáthy and Hoffmann had anticipated. On 24 January
1914, in the festival hall of the Royal Hungarian Society for Natural
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Sciences (Királyi Magyar Természettudományi Társulat), the Royal
Medical Association of Budapest (Budapesti Királyi Orvosegyesület)
and the National Society of Public Health (Országos Közegészségügyi
Egyesület) met to discuss the issue of “racial hygiene” and the creation
of a “eugenics committee.”42 The paper discussed on this occasion was
Hoffmann’s “Eugenika,” which, due to the absence of its author, was
read by a certain Gyôzô Alapy. The main discussant of Hoffmann’s
paper was István Apáthy, who profited from the circumstance to rein-
force his critique of Hoffmann’s vision of eugenics, and to launch his
programme of the eugenic movement in Hungary. 

The institutionalization of eugenics in Hungary thus occurred at the
time when the two groups of Hungarian eugenicists had found com-
mon ground: the belief that eugenics should be recognized as an inde-
pendent scientific domain. In his address Apáthy outlined the tasks of
the Committee of the Eugenics Society (Egyesületközi Fajegészség-
ügyi Bizottság), and based them on two principles: to orchestrate social
and medical reform, and to ensure the safeguarding of the racial quali-
ties of the nation.

Apáthy also devised a laborious plan for eugenics in “action,” one
based on five strategies. He named the first “praeparativus eugenika
(elôkészítô fajegészségtan):” the Eugenics Society was supposed to
popularize and “prepare” the understanding of eugenic principles. Fol-
lowing the activity of similar organizations in Europe and America, 
the propagandistic actions of the Hungarian Eugenics Society were to
include public lectures and the distribution of pamphlets and materials
to clubs, libraries and schools. Like Galton before him, Apáthy knew
that before the eugenic transformation of Hungarian society could take
place, the public would have to become acquainted with the main prin-
ciples of eugenic thinking. Accordingly, the second strategy outlined
the practical implications of eugenics. Apáthy referred to this direction
as “praevent vus eugenika (megelôzô fajegészségtan):” eugenics should
scrutinize the social and medical history of individuals in endeavour-
ing to prevent the spread of disease. If, however, such preventive
measures were unsuccessful, a third strategy was to follow, “diagnos-
tikus vagy taxativus eugenika (selejtezô fajegészségtan).” Here, eugeni-
cists faced their utmost challenge: to diagnose and “select” the eugenic
method appropriate for solving social and medical predicaments. Once
the problem was localized, a fourth strategy would follow, which Apáthy
termed “normativus eugenika (rendelkezô fajegészségtan).” This would
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be translated into prophylactic measures to be “prescribed” in order to
ensure that medical problems confronting individuals were treated effi-
ciently. Finally, the fifth strategy regrouped the goals of eugenics into
an ideal-type, “idealis vagy prospectivus eugenika (jövôt intézô faj-
egészségtan),” placing eugenics firmly into the future organization of
society.43

Apáthy’s eugenic manifesto is remarkable in its attempt to synthe-
sise different interpretations of eugenics into a coherent whole. Of the
different factors helping to crystallize his commitment to eugenics, the
most significant by far was his capability to connect eugenics with a
conception of social responsibility. Apáthy offered a practical formula-
tion for consolidating the social and political basis of the nation, one
aimed at the improvement of the health of larger segments of the popu-
lation. 

Thereafter, Count Pál Teleki was nominated president of the Eugenics
Society, while István Apáthy became its secretary. Although the two
represented different ideological standpoints, they shared the same
interest in eugenics. Other members included József Ajtay, Jenô Gaal,
Emil Grosz and Benedek Jancsó. Rezsô Bálint, Sándor Korányi, Leó
Liebermann, Vilmos Tauffer and Lajos Török represented the Royal
Medical Association of Budapest; while Zoltán Dalmady, Béla Feny-
vessy, Ferencz Hutyra, Géza Lobmayer and Henrik Schuschny repre-
sented the National Association of Public Health. The Eugenics Society
fell under the protective patronage of the Geographical, Ethnographic,
Economic, Genealogical and Turanian Societies.44

Yet one name was missing from the list of members: Géza von
Hoffmann. This is surprising, considering Hoffmann’s involvement in
the popularization of eugenics in Hungary and his acknowledged expert-
ise in Germany and America. Few Hungarian politicians, like Teleki
and Hoffmann, became involved with the eugenic movement before
the First World War. However, Hoffmann was not nominated for any
honorary position within the Eugenic Society, nor did he become a
member. The reasons for his absence were neither ideological nor
political (after all, a Magyar magnate, Pál Teleki, was the president of
the Eugenics Society), but intellectual. In 1914, hopes for a fusion
between the internal and external groups of Hungarian eugenicists
were high, yet rarely had the methodological schism between them
been so pronounced. In a note for the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesell-
schaftsbiologie announcing the establishment of the Committee of
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Eugenics in Hungary, Hoffmann offered a possible explanation for the
chasm between his interpretation of eugenics and Apáthy’s: the Hun-
garian Eugenics Society advocated a form of faj egészségtana (racial
hygiene) that was opposed to both Eugenik (eugenics) and Rassen-
veredelung (race selection)—two forms of racial hygiene Hoffmann
strongly advocated.45

The outbreak of the First World War interrupted the activities of the
Eugenics Society, but not of the eugenic movement in Hungary as a
whole, which regrouped its forces. Eugenics increasingly represented
the interest of a political elite, weary of the outcome of the war. Admit-
tedly, physicians and biologists like Madzsar and Apáthy continued to
dominate the movement, but the influence of politicians and diplomats
such as Teleki and Hoffmann continued to grow.46 A frustrated eugeni-
cist in 1914, Hoffmann would return victoriously to Hungary in 1917,
to contribute to the establishment of the Hungarian Society for Racial
Hygiene and Population Policy.

IV. The Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and

Population Policy (1917)

As throughout Europe, the First World War profoundly affected Hun-
garian society. The social and national changes brought about by war
prompted the intellectual and political elite to look to eugenic princi-
ples as a source of hope in their disillusioning environment. The pres-
tige of social hygiene increased during wartime, chiefly due to the fail-
ing health of the population. Birthrates were declining and social
reformers anxiously alerted the government to the need for a stringent
health policy. In addition to occasioning the introduction of social and
medical policies, the war also generated a resurgence of nationalist con-
cerns about the alleged deterioration of “Magyar racial qualities.” As a
result, a new category of eugenicists emerged. Fuelled by fears of bio-
logical deterioration and the decline of Hungarian political supremacy
in the Carpathian Basin, this group introduced a new ethos into the
eugenic movement. 

Lajos Méhely (1862–1953), for instance, the most prolific racist
anti-Semitic author in interwar Hungary, began his scientific career as
a promising biologist. After the outbreak of the war in 1914, the Hun-
garian Ministry of War (Magyar Királyi Honvédelmi Minisztérium)
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commissioned Méhely to write a study on the effects of warfare on
national and biological development. In 1915, Méhely published a
pamphlet suggestively called A háború biológiája (The Biology of
War).47 A similar, albeit less racist, Darwinist perspective on the impor-
tance of the war as a racial conflict was offered in 1915 by the respect-
ed neurologist Mihály Lenhossék (1863–1937), in “A háború és a létért
való küzdelem tétele” (War and the Theme of Positive Struggle for
Life). Revealingly, both articles were published in Természettudományi
Közlöny (Natural Sciences Bulletin), the most important journal to
specialize in Hungarian biology and the natural sciences at the time.48

During the war, the biological health of the nation gradually emerged
as a major eugenic problem. In addition, an emerging form of social
hereditarianism became apparent through the desire of some segments
of the Hungarian political elite to dominate groups in society viewed
to be outside the “Magyar national community.” Both the Jews and the
emerging urban proletariat were considered to be of non-Magyar ori-
gin, and were held responsible for the social pathologies afflicting
Hungary during the war. Demands for social regulation and political
control by the government intensified. It is not surprising, therefore,
that medical discourses about how best to protect society against sexu-
ally transmitted diseases were also intimately connected to the issue of
“national protection and racial degeneration.” In 1916, for example,
the Nemzetvédelmi Szövetség (League for the Protection of the Nation)
organized a congress on sexually transmitted diseases, followed in 1917
by a congress on social hygiene.49

The eugenic and dysgenic effect of war was a subject that had inter-
ested eugenicists since the late nineteenth century. In 1895, Alfred
Ploetz pointed to the “dysgenic” effects of war and proposed that the
“worst individuals” should be drafted for military service in order for
“healthy” individuals to be saved.50 In Hungary, the eugenic response
to the social and national crises brought about by war was two-pronged.
Advocates of the first viewpoint, such as János Bársony and József
Madzsar, focused on the deterioration in health of future generations
of Hungarians. This group campaigned for public discussion of a wide
range of issues, including reproductive hygiene, the protection of
mothers, and the low birthrate. The second perspective was represent-
ed by Géza von Hoffmann and Ernô Tomor, and was concerned with
the immediate improvement of the biological quality of the population.
Following similar developments in Germany—especially the work on
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racial hygiene and heredity by the dermatologist Hermann W. Siemens
(1891–1969)—this group of eugenicists linked population growth to
national struggles for competition and resources.51 Both groups agreed,
however, that new eugenic policies were needed in order to increase
the hereditary protection of the population.

In 1915, the prominent Hungarian gynaecologist János Bársony
(1860–1926) contributed to the Archiv für Frauenkunde und Eugenetik
(Journal of Women’s Studies and Eugenics) with the study “Eugenetik
nach dem Kriege” (Eugenics after the War).52 According to Bársony,
medical research confirmed claims made by racial hygienists that the
war had destroyed the “healthy and strong men of the nation.” Racial
fears were thus seemingly justified by statistical evidence about the in-
crease of the “inferior individuals” (dysgenic elements) in the population.
In turn, eugenics needed to respond efficiently to wartime challenges
and traumas. As Bársony noted: “After the war, eugenics, the creed of
race improvement, will step into the foreground with full strength.”53

In order to achieve this strength, Bársony envisioned two techniques
to ensure the “recovery of the race” (Hebung der Rasse). The first course
of action was to increase the birthrate. “In Hungary, for example, the
family with six children is regarded as a rarity in contrast to the past,
and there are entire regions in which the ‘one-child system’ (Einkinder-
system) dominates.”54 Some of the factors contributing to “the stagna-
tion of the Magyar race,” such as “birth-prevention, abortion and abor-
tionists,” were to be neutralized by preventive eugenic measures. The
second approach underlined precisely this point: “The new generation
should be not only large, numerically speaking, but also primarily
healthy. The health of the parents is the first condition for this [the
recovery of the race] to happen.”55 More generally, the reappraisal of
the eugenic role of the mother resulted in a nuanced evaluation of the
relationship between eugenics and maternity. There was thus a conver-
gence of interest between the future of the nation and the protection of
the mother. In order to raise the racial quality of future generations,
Bársony advised the Hungarian government to “begin by protecting
women.”56 The priority of the existing political elite should be to use
eugenic propaganda to create a sense of social responsibility towards
future generations. 

The eugenic preoccupation with the health of future generations
was clear in speculation about the declining birthrate, and the protec-
tion of mothers and infants. Already in 1912, the gynaecologist Henrik
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Rotter analysed the relationship between reproduction and eugenics in
his study Eugenika és szülészet (Eugenics and Obstetrics), in which he
criticized reproductive techniques, like abortions, that could have dis-
astrous effects on future generations.57 József Madzsar, too, was par-
ticularly interested in these topics, as illustrated by his publications
during the first years of war, such as Az anya- és csecsemôvédelem a
háborúban (The Protection of Mothers and Infants during the War); Az
anya- és csecsemôvédelem országos szervezése (The National Organi-
zation for the Protection of Mothers and Infants); and A jövô nemzedék
védelme és a háború (The Protection of Future Generations and the
War).58 In 1916, Madzsar completed A meddô Budapest (Sterile Buda-
pest), his demographic analysis of some of the causes contributing to
declining birthrates in Budapest.59 The study largely followed the eco-
nomic analysis applied earlier to demographic trends in Berlin, Das
sterile Berlin (Sterile Berlin), published in 1913 by the German public
health reformer Felix Aaron Theilhaber (1884–1956).60 Like Berlin,
Budapest was in need of a new social policy able to encourage immi-
gration from the countryside, in addition to introducing sexual educa-
tion into state institutions. Madzsar’s pessimistic conclusions on low
fertility trends and birthrates complemented Bársony’s demands for the
mechanical control of reproduction through eugenic policies. Interest in
reproduction, fertility and maternity eventually captured the attention
of the Hungarian political elite towards the end of the war. In 1917, the
Országos Magyar Anya- és Csecsemôvédô Központi Intézet (National
Institute for the Protection of Mothers and Infants), the first medical
institution in Hungary to combine medical care with research on
eugenics and heredity, was established.61

These practical efforts to tackle declining birthrates and protect
mothers were paralleled by attempts to revitalize the eugenic movement.
The year 1916 saw the publication of Hoffmann’s third book, Krieg
und Rassenhygiene (War and Racial Hygiene). Hoffmann lamented
that the war had exposed the nations involved in combat to various
forms of biological extinction. For Hoffmann, it became increasingly
clear that, besides obstructing population growth, war had a dysgenic
effect on the level of hereditary strength among European nations. Hoff-
mann further assessed the “racial burden” and “degeneration” caused
by war on the “genetic stock” of the national population, arguing for
the protection of marriage through the introduction of prophylactic
measures against venereal diseases.62 He referred to preventive meas-
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ures adopted by the German Society for Racial Hygiene, including 
the “furtherance of inner colonization with privileges of succession in
favour of large families;” the “abolition as far as possible of certain
impediments to marriage;” the “legal regulation of procedure in all cases
necessitating abortion or sterilization;” and “awakening a national mind
ready to bring sacrifices, and a sense of duty towards coming genera-
tions.”63

Although the book dealt largely with Germany, Hoffmann suggest-
ed that other nations should follow the German example in addressing
concerns about the preservation of the nation through racial hygiene.
Hoffmann’s book was welcomed by racial hygienists in Western Europe
and served further to consolidate his position within the eugenic move-
ment in Hungary.64 As a record of developments in Hungarian eugenic
thinking, however, the book attempted to find a middle ground between
those supporting racial hygiene and those in favour of population poli-
cy. In Germany, for example, the two camps were institutionally sepa-
rated: the racial hygienists were grouped around the German Society
for Racial Hygiene, while the supporters of population policy had
founded the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Bevölkerungspolitik (German
Society for Population Policy) in 1915. Thematically and practically,
however, there was a constant overlapping between the two camps, and
Hoffmann argued that the two needed not be separated, either insti-
tutionally or ideologically. 

Shortly after the publication of Krieg und Rassenhygiene, Hoff-
mann was given the opportunity to put his ideas into practice. In 1917
he was appointed “population adviser” (Bevölkerungspolitiker) in the
Hungarian Ministry of War. More importantly, his return to Hungary
coincided with the reorganization of the eugenic movement there. On
24 November 1917, under the patronage of the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences, the Eugenics Society was transformed into the Hungarian
Society for Racial Hygiene and Population Policy (Magyar Fajegész-
ségtani és Népesedéspolitikai Társaság). Again, Count Pál Teleki was
appointed president, while Hoffmann became the vice-president.

In several respects the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and
Population Policy differed from similar societies in Europe. As Hoff-
mann remarked: “The double movement which divided the efforts of
race regeneration in Germany was united in Hungary from the begin-
ning.”65 The intersection of racial hygiene and population policy
reflected the two preoccupations of its two principal founding mem-
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bers: racial hygiene (Hoffmann) and population policy (Teleki). It was
important, however, Hoffmann argued, that the Hungarian Society for
Racial Hygiene and Population Policy combined “racial hygiene” with
“eugenics” and “population policy.” According to Hoffmann, concep-
tual delineation between these terms was detrimental to the Hungarian
eugenic movement. As a result, the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene
and Population Policy had three main objectives. It campaigned for 
“1. The scientific exploration of those damages that threaten the body
of the Hungarian nation, particularly the declining birthrate; 2. Estab-
lishing means and ways by which to increase the number of births; 
3. The support of those endeavours whose purpose is the creation of 
an environment in which the Magyar race can prosper.”66

“The central theme” (Der Leitgedanke), argued Hoffmann, was “that
race consciousness, the consideration of future generations and the
high estimation of proficient big families, was to be inculcated into all
branches of the state, social, economic, political and moral life.”67 The
positions occupied by Teleki and Hoffmann at the Ministry of War
meant that the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and Population
Policy received the institutional support needed for eugenic propagan-
da.68 Moreover, in response to the serious problems affecting Hunga-
rian civilians during the war—particularly regarding contagious disease
and mortality—the Ministry created special commissions to promote
the well-being of the family, including marriage counselling, and med-
ical assistance in the case of venereal infections.69 A new journal was
founded, Nemzetvédelem (The Protection of the Nation), which, although
short-lived, was the first journal in Hungary whose sole purpose was
the popularization of eugenics.70

The creation of the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and
Population Policy completed the complex process of the nationaliza-
tion of eugenics initially commenced in 1911 with the Eugenika vita. 
It also marked the fusion between the internal and external groups of
Hungarian eugenicists. As noted earlier, there was no apparent contra-
diction between racial hygiene, eugenics, and population policy in Hoff-
mann’s thinking. A difference between racial hygiene and eugenics did
exist, however, as Hoffmann declared: “Eugenics and race hygiene 
are not quite identical. (…) The motto of eugenics we may define as
‘Quality, not quantity’. Race hygiene says: ‘Quality and quantity’.”71

This was an important detail, for it was on the issue of the biological
quality of the population that eugenics intersected with population poli-
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cies. According to Hoffmann, eugenics should deal with qualitative
population policies, and should serve racial and hereditary interests.

Although it clearly applied to the programme of the Society for
Racial Hygiene and Population Policy, how important was Hoffmann’s
racial hygiene model within the eugenic movement in Hungary? Although
the establishment of the Society for Racial Hygiene and Population
Policy acknowledged Hoffmann as a leading eugenicist, his eugenic
theories did not go unchallenged. In his 1918 Neubegründung der
Bevölkerungspolitik (The New Foundation of Population Policy), Ernô
Tomor (1884–?), a medical superintendent at the Metropolitan Institute
for Tuberculosis in Budapest, endeavoured to demonstrate that “popu-
lation policy” was, in fact, a “borderland between hygiene and social
sciences.”72 Tomor devoted an entire chapter—provocatively called
“Irrwege der Rassenhygiene” (The Questionable Paths of Racial Hy-
giene)—to a discussion of American eugenics.73 According to Tomor,
American eugenicists “transferred unfinished and unclear results of racial
hygiene research hastily into practice in an overzealous and overheated
manner.”74 This statement was, however, a rebuke only of American
eugenics for, as Tomor acknowledged, in Europe racial hygiene had a
different application in society. While in America, eugenic legislation
was aimed primarily at controlling immigration and “racial mixing,”
these issues posed only theoretical challenges to forms of racial hygiene
prevalent in Europe. “Bastardization” (Bastardierung) thus separated
eugenic policies in Europe from those in America.

Moreover, in comparison to other countries, in the USA eugenics
was firmly enmeshed in politics, making it difficult to have it analysed
solely from a medical and biological perspective. Racial hygiene in
Europe, in consequence, should not imitate American eugenics. Tomor
detected such a precaution towards the application of eugenic principles
to society within the German racial hygiene movement, which, accord-
ing to him, “[did] not hasten to transfer unsolved scientific opinions into
practice.”75 German racial hygiene had two aims: one moral, especially
through the hygiene education of the young generation; the other med-
ical, namely, the combat of venereal diseases and the elimination of
“sickness” (Geschlechtskrankheiten) from the family.76 Morality and
dedication to the well-being of the family were complemented by a
more general aim of racial hygiene: “the gradual biological regeneration
of the entire national body (eine allmähliche biologische Regeneration des
ganzen Volkskörper)” so that “damage to the nation” could be avoided.77
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Tomor’s iconoclastic critique of American eugenics resonated favour-
ably with the internal group of Hungarian eugenicists, who were simi-
larly attempting to dissociate racial hygiene from modern war and na-
tional degeneracy. In “A fajegészségtan köre és feladatai” (The Domain
and Task of Racial Hygiene), István Apáthy refuted the argument that
war exemplified the application of natural selection to society, and
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Fig. 3. Ernô Tomor’s The New Foundation of Population Policy, a critical
attempt to combine social hygiene, eugenics and population policy



suggested a more rigorous methodology when dealing with the eugen-
ics of war.78

Arguing that natural selection should enhance “social morality” and
not generate conflict, Apáthy declared that “war is in all respects the
very opposite of what we call natural selection.” However, as a Social
Darwinist, Apáthy acknowledged war to be an important element in
human history: “I will even concede that human development required
wars in the past. But let everyone open his eyes and he will see that at
the present stage of human development, human culture, administra-
tion and technical knowledge, war is not necessity but sheer madness.
This world war will not bring anything profitable for mankind in gen-
eral, or for the development of individual nations in particular, but it
will cause the destruction of numerous prerequisites for progress; it will
result in the need to create new things from inferior remnants; things
which would still exist if only they had not been destroyed.”79 War and
eugenics were ultimately incompatible, for, as Apáthy suggested, “No
step forward can be made in the field of racial hygiene until mankind
is freed from the present war and the spectre of another war.”80

A similar endorsement of racial hygiene and condemnation of war
was offered by Mihály Lenhossék. In the 1918 article “A népfajok és
az eugenika” (Races and Eugenics), Lenhossék reformulated some of
the eugenic arguments put forward in “A háború és a létért való küzde-
lem tétele.” On the one hand, Lenhossék combined eugenics with
nationalism; on the other, he reinforced Hoffmann’s claim that the
utmost goal of eugenics was to preserve the “quality of race.” Consis-
tent to his training in anthropology, Lenhossék defined “race” in
Darwinist terms; that is, as a group of human beings characterized by
constitutional and psychological traits inherited from generation to
generation. He believed in the generic unity of the “human race,” but
accepted that, within it, there was racial diversity. But such diversity
should not, he cautioned, create the impression that some races were
“superior” to other races.81

The debate about racial hygiene, eugenics, and population policy
which occurred during the last years of the war is revealing for a num-
ber of reasons. On the one hand, the debate produced a diversity of
interpretations of eugenics, as well as its immediate social and political
purposes, that illustrates, yet again, the importance racial science had
acquired in national politics in Hungary between 1910 and 1918. Yet,
on the other hand, the debate addressed issues of racial and national
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Fig. 4. The invitation to the “First German–Austrian–Hungarian Conference on Racial Hygiene
and Population Policy”. Alfred Ploetz’s Archive. Courtesy of Paul J. Weindling. The 
invitation was also published in Nemzetvédelem I, 1–2 (1918).



survival; therefore, it was perhaps inevitable that political allegiances
had infiltrated scientific debates—as illustrated by the conflict between
conservative-nationalist and socialist supporters of eugenics between
1917 and 1918. 

In February 1918, a congress on population policy was held in Ber-
lin, under the auspices of the Society to Promote Friendship between
the Central Powers (Waffenbrüderliche Vereinigung). Delegates from
Germany, Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria attended the congress, but,
according to Hoffmann, “the shadow of the great antagonism between
conservative and radical thought which later led to the revolution already
disturbed the discussion.”82 Hoffmann hoped to reconvene with the
German and Austrian eugenicists on 23 September 1918, when the
Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and Population Policy announced
the “First German–Austrian–Hungarian Conference on Racial Hygiene
and Population Policy” to take place in Budapest, in collaboration with
the Austrian Institute for the Statistics of National Minorities (Institut
für Statistik der Minderheitsvölker) and the Austrian Society for Popu-
lation Policy (Österreichische Gesellschaft für Bevölkerungspolitik).
Speakers were to include the Austrian bacteriologist and hygienist Max
von Gruber (1853–1927), the German geneticist Wilhelm Weinberg
(1862–1937), and Count Pál Teleki.83 The conference was cancelled at
the last minute, on the eve of the disintegration of the Austro-Hunga-
rian Empire and the socio-political revolutions following it. 

Conclusions

With the end of the war and the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, Hungary experienced major political transformations. On 11
November 1918, the revolutionary regime of Mihály Károlyi (1875–
1955) proclaimed a Hungarian republic. Eugenicists affiliated with the
Left during the war period, including István Apáthy and József Mad-
zsar, became public figures during Károlyi’s regime. A Chair of Social
Medicine was established at the University of Budapest and was first
taken up by Madzsar. Within a few months he was appointed to the
post of state secretary in Count Károlyi’s newly established Ministry
of Public Welfare, and later became the director of the National Council
of Public Health.84

Once in power, eugenicists and social hygienists attempted to imple-
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ment many of the medical policies discussed immediately before and
during the war. A new social doctrine was formulated in order to improve
the health of both the urban and the rural masses. However, soon the
constraints imposed by scarce economic resources, in addition to
social conflicts generated by the philanthropic nature of some of the
medical measures taken by the revolutionary regime, turned against
eugenics. Indeed, so apparently defective were some of the medical
policies of the new regime that the skeptical liberal Baron Sándor
Korányi (1866–1944), a leading authority on internal medicine, noted:
“Mere charity in medical care will no longer solve our national prob-
lems. The solution can only be a reversal of the role of the state and
society: leadership has to be assumed by the state.”85

And it was to the state that eugenicists now turned. Madzsar, for
instance, suggested that mandatory sterilization and birth control should
be introduced in order to prevent the reproduction of “genetically infe-
rior” individuals. He also proposed the creation of medical agencies
which would encourage the breeding of “healthy stock,” and insisted
that individuals obtain the consent of these agencies before marriage.86

Madzsar’s new eugenic programme resembled traditionalist measures
previously advocated by the conservatives Hoffmann and Teleki, rather
than the ideals of revolutionary democracy advocated by Apáthy.
Eventually, the change of political regime in the early 1920s favoured
those who opposed the social programmes advocated by left-wing
eugenicists.

Before, and especially after, the communist experiment of Béla Kun
(1886–1939) in 1919, Hungary experienced a resurgence of the con-
servative right. Racist societies, such as Ébredô Magyarok Egyesülete
(The Society for Awakening Magyars) and Magyar Országos Véderô
Egylet (The National Society of Magyar Defence), both founded in
Budapest in 1918, came to dominate the political sphere. The resur-
gence of racial nationalism had significant consequences for the future
evolution of the eugenic movement in Hungary. As Hoffmann explained
in 1921: “Since Bolshevism was broken (…) the whole country needs
‘race regeneration’, not so much in the sense of eugenics, but sound
morals, order and law, healthy family life, and regard for future gener-
ations. Everybody’s whole time and energy is devoted to the reorgani-
zation of the country and to averting the consequences of a so-called
peace. Later, when conditions change, the time will come to continue
the work of eugenics.”87
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The early eugenic movement in Hungary was not a monolithic intel-
lectual structure but a diverse blend of various orientations: liberal,
progressive, socialist, and conservative. By the end of the First World
War—and especially during the democratic and communist experi-
ments of 1918 and 1919—left-wing groups dominated the eugenic
movement and institutional centres of the Hungarian medical system.
Apart from Soviet Russia, Hungary was the only country in Europe to
attempt a large-scale reform of its social and medical system on the
basis of socialist ideas. Leading Hungarian eugenicists like István
Apáthy and József Madzsar occupied important positions within the
political regimes that followed the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. However, while the democratic regime of 1918 and the com-
munist experiment of 1919 both favoured the emergence of a new
approach to social hygiene—one based on sanitary improvement and
philanthropic welfare—the counter-revolution of 1920 represented an
ideological turning point that markedly contributed to the resurgence
of conservatism and racial nationalism within interwar Hungarian
eugenics. 
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Taking Care of the National Body:

Eugenic Visions in Interwar Bulgaria,

1905–1940*

Christian Promitzer

In the 1942 issue of the German–Bulgarian Society Yearbook (Deutsch-
Bulgarische Gesellschaft), the Bulgarian zoologist Stefan Konsulov
(1885–1954) contributed a piece on the “nature of the Bulgarian.” One
page was devoted to Bulgarian attitudes towards racial hygiene:

In the past, the selection of bride and groom was made by the aged,
by those who were well experienced […]. In its essence, the nature 
of this responsibility was definitely racial hygiene. As in many cases
the Bulgarian people expressed their experience of the past in coarse
proverbs and popular sayings. To quote one of the many racial hygien-
ic proverbs: ‘Take dogs and women from a good tribe!’ The relatives
of the mate carefully investigate the tribe and the descent of the bride
and the groom: whether the members of the family are economically
active, quarrelsome, alcoholics or mentally disabled and so on; and
after having finished preparations for marriage, the women of the kin
of the groom accompany the bride to a bathing place, while the men of
the bride’s kin accompany the groom in the same process. Therewith
each group should take a close look at the body of the future mate and
ascertain whether there are any defects, which may have been hidden
by clothing.1

Stefan Konsulov was well aware that he was writing for a German
audience; he had come into contact with German racial hygiene during
his stay at the University of Breslau in 1920.2 In Bulgaria, Konsulov
hoped, the “preparation and execution of a programme of racial hygiene
will meet fewer obstacles than in other countries,” largely due to a
strong eugenic tradition in the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, “the only
church with racial hygiene laws.”3 According to Konsulov, in 1871 
in the statutes of the Exarchate, the autocephalous Bulgarian Church



adopted a clear stance on the principles of racial theory and conferred
legal legitimacy on the principles of racial hygiene. In the interest of
healthy descendants this ecclesiastical legislation did not grant permis-
sion to marry if one of the suitors was suffering from psychic or vene-
real diseases or alcoholism.4

Two questions arise from this situation: one is whether “mating
behaviour,” as outlined by Konsulov, was a forerunner of modern
eugenics; the second concerns Konsulov’s reference to the past as a
source of legitimacy in applying the principles of racial hygiene to
Bulgaria. This chapter discusses the latter point, arguing that Bulgarian
preoccupation with racial hygiene following the First World War arose
from a specifically Bulgarian understanding of the process of modern-
ization and urbanization and their consequences for Bulgarian society.5

The recourse to an alleged tradition in Bulgarian eugenic thinking,
however, may have helped integrate racial hygiene into familiar thought
patterns in bringing about a moral authorization of the eugenic approach—
one not completely rooted in Bulgarian society, as its supporters were
inclined to believe. This chapter will further discuss the failure of
eugenic societies; the dispute about racism at the end of the 1930s;
and, finally, the 1943 “Law on Families with Many Children.” 

This outline of the history of eugenics in Bulgaria is also intended
to contribute to the historical understanding of bio-politics in Bulgaria.
Bio-politics is defined here as a set of various disciplines and technolo-
gies whose purpose is to examine and control the biological aspects of
the nation, especially with respect to public health and reproduction.
The sphere of bio-politics includes, among other aspects, racial and
criminal anthropology, population policy, and classifying instruments
of social work.6 In the Bulgarian case, however, it seems appropriate
to start with eugenics, for, to date, there exists no historical account of
racial hygiene and eugenics in Bulgaria.7

The Origins of Racial Hygiene in Bulgaria

German racial hygiene, and German medicine in general, greatly influ-
enced Bulgarian eugenic thinking. Prior to the founding of a medical
faculty at the University of Sofia in 1918, students of medicine attend-
ed foreign universities, particularly German institutions.8 At the time,
the first Bulgarian attracted to the new science of heredity was Kon-
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stantin Pašev (1873–1961). As a young ophthalmologist, he broadened
his knowledge of the subject in Berlin. During his stay there (1903–
1904) he wrote Higiena na okoto (The Hygiene of the Eye).9 In 1935,
Pašev recalled that he developed his interest in heredity some five years
after the Mendelian laws of heredity had been rediscovered.10 In his
book, for instance, Pašev mentioned the findings of the German oph-
thalmologist, Richard Heinrich Deutschmann (1852–1935), in refer-
ence to the role of heredity in affecting eyesight.11 These findings led
Pašev to formulate ideas about eugenics: “The consequences and the
meaning of heredity must be popularized to our nation; the idea of a
greater sense of responsibility should be instilled in the population
[…] nobody has the right to override natural laws and grant existence
to weak and suffering creatures. In foreign countries the term ‘heredi-
ty’ has already spread beyond the doors of medical academies, and has
become a part of daily reading material in private households.”12 Pašev
illustrated his arguments with the saying “The sins of the fathers are
visited upon the children,” in order to illustrate the negative role of
hereditary diseases in the next generation. Therefore, Pašev argued,
those contaminated with hereditary eye diseases, as well as people
with eye defects, the blind and those with myopia, should not marry.13

The publication of Pašev’s book in 1905 did not have immediate
consequences for the development of Bulgarian eugenics. At the turn
of the twentieth century, 1.33 per cent of the population in Bulgaria
suffered from blindness, higher than in most Western and East-Central
European countries (with 0.76 per cent in Switzerland and Italy, and
0.90 per cent in France).14 However, most eye diseases and forms of
blindness were not hereditary; they were the result of infection and
precarious sanitary conditions. Supporters of hygiene laid emphasis on
the improvement of poor sanitary conditions in the growing cities and
towns. They attempted to raise awareness about hygiene first “with the
pen” in medical journals, and later “by organizational means,” through
the founding of hygienic societies. Thus in 1909, the state-run Hygienic
Institute of the Direction for the Protection of National Health (Higie-
nen institut pri Direkcijata za opazvane narodnoto zdrave) was estab-
lished.15 However, with the exception of Pašev no one at that time
connected the principles of hygiene—and social hygiene in particu-
lar—with heredity. Epidemic diseases, like cholera and tuberculosis,
represented a serious threat during the two Balkan Wars (1912–1913
and 1913) and the First World War. Fighting against their dissemina-
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tion in Bulgaria was far more important than tackling the long-term
issue of improving the “racial qualities” of the nation.16 Even Stefan
Vatev (1866–1946) and Krum Drončilov (1889–1925), the leading
Bulgarian supporters of physical and racial anthropology, were scepti-
cal of eugenic ideas at the time, although Vatev was among the first to
propagate hygiene in Bulgaria and later, during the 1930s, became a
staunch supporter of eugenics.17

As such, hygienic measures in Bulgaria did not play the significant
role as antecedents of racial hygiene that advocates of the latter hoped
to demonstrate. Stefan Konsulov, a promoter of racial hygiene in the
early 1920s, ranked the different branches of hygiene as if they were
different stages of human development. For Konsulov, individual
hygiene constituted the lowest level of physical and mental health;
social hygiene, which fought against infection and contamination, was
graded on the second level; yet racial hygiene, the highest level, aimed
“to lift the health and strength of the nation.”18 Konsulov had gained
experience as a hygienist during the First World War, when he was
engaged in the preventive campaign against malaria. But this experi-
ence was not apparent in the evolution of his ideas about racial hygiene.
As a student and young natural scientist, Konsulov had already analysed
heredity and evolution in the popular scientific journal Priroda (Nature),
where he discussed the achievements of illustrious biologists like
Charles Darwin (1809–1882), August Weismann (1834–1914), Gregor
Mendel (1822–1884), and Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919).19 In discussing
the possible consequences of intermarriage, he adopted a strict anti-
Lamarckian position in rejecting the idea of the inheritance of acquired
traits.20

In 1922, in one of his many articles on the Mendelian laws, Konsu-
lov discussed the role of recessive factors in the dissemination of heredi-
tary diseases among human beings (diabetes, albinism, abnormal small
stature, epilepsy, “feeblemindedness,” and so on). Moreover, he insist-
ed that such individuals were obliged to fulfil their moral responsibil-
ity to refrain from reproduction in order to save their children from
similarly miserable fates. Healthy people, on the other hand, should be
made aware of the dangers of marrying individuals with hereditary dis-
eases, for such negative phenomena could result in widespread social
degeneration. The general application of birth control (Konsulov did
not specify whether he meant sterilization or other forms of contracep-
tion) would strengthen the nation and allow for the development of
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individuals with positive qualities: “In this way the bad will be removed
and the good will be saved; the [Bulgarian] race will develop in a posi-
tive direction and will be capable of a higher level of culture.”21

However, Konsulov had to create an appropriate Bulgarian termi-
nology for the application of methods of breeding to humans. After
considering the terms eugenika, evgenika, and rasova služba (racial
service) he decided in favour of rasova higiena (racial hygiene).22 With
the term rasova higiena, Konsulov expressed his appreciation of the
German tradition of Rassenhygiene as opposed to the British and Amer-
ican eugenics, or French eugénique. The short-lived term rasova služba
had a German equivalent, Rassedienst, which was used by the German
racial hygienist, Wilhelm Schallmayer (1857–1919), in his 1918
Grundriß der Gesellschaftsbiologie und der Lehre vom Rassedienst
(Outline of Social Biology and The Theory of Race Service).23 Thanks
to Konsulov, the terms rasova higiena and evgenika would be used
over the next two decades in Bulgaria. Those that preferred the term
rasova higiena indicated their support for contemporary German
eugenics, while the term evgenika encompassed eugenic ideas from
other countries. 

In Germany, racial hygiene provided a possible way out of the gen-
eral crisis arising from the disastrous experience of the First World War.
As a result of precarious socioeconomic and political circumstances,
the long-term consequences of urbanization and declining birthrates
were discussed in Grundriß der menschlichen Erblichkeitslehre und
Rassenhygiene (Outline of Human Genetics and Racial Hygiene), pub-
lished in 1921 by Erwin Baur (1875–1933), Eugen Fischer (1874–
1967), and Fritz Lenz (1887–1976).24 In some respects, the situation in
Bulgaria was similar to that in Germany: Bulgaria also belonged to the
group of defeated powers. The 1919 Peace Treaty of Neuilles sealed
Bulgaria’s loss of Southern Dobrudja, the Aegean shore, and a major
part of Macedonia; the country was over-crowded with refugees from
these regions, and it had to pay reparations; additionally, cities suffered
from inflation and unemployment. Bulgarian intellectuals considered
the aftermath of recent wars to be a “national catastrophe.” The failure
to achieve national aims, and the unstable political situation through-
out the 1920s and 1930s, fostered various in-depth analyses about the
Bulgarian “national character,” in which the essence of a nation in the
midst of a deep existential crisis was the dominant theme. Expressing
this anxiety, Bulgarian intellectuals affirmatively adopted the arguments
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put forward by Oswald Spengler (1880–1936) in his 1918 Der Unter-
gang des Abendlandes (The Decline of the West).25

Konsulov’s interpretation of racial hygiene implicitly referred to the
eugenic arguments developed by Baur, Fischer, and Lenz. For Konsu-
lov, culture and material wealth were responsible for the degeneration
of the nation.26 Wealth offered the weak and inept, who otherwise
would not find a mate, the possibility of marrying and having children.
In turn, degeneration resulted from a decrease in the general level of
physical and mental qualities intrinsic to the nation. This process was
an urban phenomenon, visible among the “white races” of Northern
America and Western and East-Central Europe. Even in Bulgaria, “the
peasants have physically healthier descendants than is the case with
the residents of the cities.”27

For Konsulov, changing gender roles in modern society were also
responsible for declining birthrates and genetic degeneration: “Talented
women represent the genetic treasure of a nation, but instead of bear-
ing many children they often prefer to work in science and to stay child-
less. They squander their valuable genes; the number of intellectually
gifted will decline in the long run.”28 Bulgarian feminists, unsurpris-
ingly, denounced Konsulov. They insisted that the issue he raised was
not about saving the “genetic treasure of the nation,” but about pre-
serving the monopoly of men in academia and in high social positions.29

Such criticism notwithstanding, clearly Konsulov called for the appli-
cation of the principles of racial hygiene in Bulgaria; it alone could
save the nation from decline and misfortune. This was the argument
developed in numerous articles published in the journal Priroda and
the newspaper Slovo. Konsulov, who assumed the Chair of Zoology at
the University of Sofia in 1923, subsequently started recruiting like-
minded individuals to support his form of eugenics.
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The Bulgarian Society for Racial Hygiene

In 1926, a small group of intellectuals in Sofia, eager to discuss eugen-
ics, gathered around Konsulov, forming an informal “Circle for the
Study of Racial Hygiene” (Obštestvo za rasovo-higienični proučavani-
ja). During their weekly meetings they discussed the decreasing birth-
rate in Bulgarian society, alcoholism, venereal diseases and similar
“social evils,” as well as the spread of hereditary diseases.30 Damjan
Ivanov, Ljubomir Ivan Rusev, Petăr Penčev, Ivan Germanov Kinkel
(1883–1945) and Konsulov formed the core of the inner circle of the
group.31

In 1928, the group established the Bulgarian Society for Racial
Hygiene (Bă lgarsko družestvo za rasova higiena). The aims of the
Society were as follows: “1) to inform members of the Society about
scientific achievements in the field; 2) to investigate problems con-
nected to the fight against the degeneration of the Bulgarian nation; 3)
to inform Bulgarian society and state about these issues; 4) to organize
a special library and to edit a bulletin about its activities, and later also
a scientific journal series.”32 Damjan Ivanov eventually became the
president, and Konsulov the vice-president of the Society. Members of
the executive committee included Asen Ivanov Hadžiolov (1903–1994),
later a leading histologist and cytologist in Bulgaria.33 The Bulgarian
Society for Racial Hygiene was an exclusive circle. Konstantin Pašev,
who later became a prominent representative of eugenics, did not play
any role in the Society, nor did Toško Petrov (1872–1942), a leading
Bulgarian hygienist and professor of hygiene at the Medical Faculty of
the University of Sofia. Petrov sympathized with the work of the Aus-
trian hygienist, Julius Tandler (1869–1936), a representative of Social
Democratic eugenics and head of welfare and health in Vienna during
the 1920s.34

Konsulov was responsible for writing a programmatic introduction
to eugenics, pointing at cattle-breeding and the cultivation of plants; he
insisted that man, by continuous selection of the best breed and stock,
has consistently applied the laws of heredity for the purpose of genetic
improvement. However, due to sporadic care, degeneration ensued:
“Compare oxen in some parts of the Balkans with the Iskăr race [a
special Bulgarian breed], and one is convinced of the degree to which
the first group has degenerated. Also our cereals have degenerated (…)
Why has this happened? Because we do not practice selection.”35 The
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laws of heredity regulated mankind in the same way; mankind was
either doomed to degeneration or would become the subject of system-
atic selection. Konsulov envisaged a strange eugenic utopia: 

If mankind fell into the hands of a superior being which uses these
methods which we apply to our plants and cattle, it would result in the
creation of humans with positive qualities (…) the difference between
them [the new men] and contemporary man would be so marked that it
would be greater than that between the beautiful apple from Kjustendil
[a city and region in western Bulgaria] and the tart type from the moun-
tains. It would be possible to create a mankind which has not known
disease; [which is] highly intelligent, musically gifted and moral; for
these people legal regulations and prisons would be needless. From a
biological point of view they would truly constitute a superman of
sound, gifted and moral character.36

Despite such far-reaching visions, the Bulgarian Society for Racial
Hygiene organized only a modest lecture series on racial hygiene. The
first cycle of lectures began in the summer of 1928 at the Institute of
Biology at the University of Sofia. Damjan Ivanov delivered the intro-
ductory lecture about the history of racial hygiene, and Konsulov was
assigned three lectures about the theories of heredity; scientific experi-
mentation and Mendelism; and the theory of evolution. Ljubomir Ivan
Rusev was scheduled to deliver three lectures (on human genetics,
human hereditary diseases, and the basic principles of applied racial
hygiene); Petăr Penčev’s topic was the evolution of civilized nations.
Further lectures about heredity and crime, heredity and education, as
well as alcoholism and venereal diseases, were planned.37 The anatomist
and physical anthropologist Milko Balan (1888–1973) also addressed
the Society.38

In 1928, Konsulov published two booklets outlining the activities
of the Society.39 The first discussed the laws of heredity—especially
regarding human heredity—while the second addressed the “degenera-
tion of civilized mankind.” In the first booklet, Konsulov declared that
the progress of biology during the previous two decades, in the fields
of evolution and heredity, had led him to present his new findings to a
broader Bulgarian audience.40 He rejected Lamarckism once again and
assessed the theories of Weismann and Mendel, in addition to consid-
ering chromosomal theory. By addressing the fatal effects of hereditary
diseases he underlined the necessity of preventing marriage in such
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cases, or, at the very least, preventing the possibility of reproduction:
“We remain uneducated in this spirit, and such measures may be con-
sidered strange. But they will certainly impose themselves on the soci-
ety of the future.”41 In the second booklet, Konsulov followed Schall-
mayer, Baur, Fischer, and Lenz. First, he described the characteristics
of degeneration, including the elimination of natural selection and the
reversal of declining birthrates. Thereafter, he discussed racial hygiene
as a means by which to prevent decline and extinction and to improve
the physical and mental qualities of mankind. Dissemination of the
principles of racial hygiene could thus aid in educating Bulgarians
about “racial ethics.” However, these ideas could only be achieved
through the implementation of specific legislation. Racial ethics “asks
the individual to be prepared to make sacrifices (…) Racial ethics asks
from a human being who is suffering from dangerous hereditary weak-
nesses to refrain from marriage, to go without the joy of having a fam-
ily (…) Why? So that, after many years, when this individual is buried,
society may enjoy better health.”42

Among the racial hygiene measures, Konsulov recommended fami-
ly certificates that listed hereditary weaknesses. The certificates were to
be used by marriage councils to allow or prevent proposed marriages.
Society should have the right to intervene in the private life of the indi-
vidual, especially in the case of reproduction, which Konsulov regard-
ed as the sole purpose of marriage. Therefore, marriage should be pro-
hibited only in those cases where the danger of degeneration was high.
The mentally disabled, criminals, incurable alcoholics, and disfigured
individuals should all be sterilized.43 Konsulov furthermore demanded
the idolization of the family in order to ensure the fertility of “valu-
able” members of society. Special legislation would grant that each
“valuable” couple would give birth to at least four children in order to
compensate for the mortality rate.44 In 1928, following the publication
of various booklets and the organization of lecture series, the activities
of the Society were stopped for “different reasons.”45

The first collective venture of Bulgarian racial hygienists did not
succeed because they did not capture the interest of the general public.
Eugenics and related questions were too difficult to grasp for a country
that had much more pressing health problems to tackle. Moreover,
Bulgarian racial hygiene lacked the basis of an elaborate population
policy, as was the case in Germany. Until the late 1920s, Bulgarian
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racial hygienists only suspected that a drop in the birthrate among the
Bulgarian population was underway, for they still lacked concrete data. 

Whether the activities of the Bulgarian Society for Racial Hygiene
affected the “Law for National Health” passed by the Bulgarian Parlia-
ment in 1929 remains a matter of further investigation. To be sure, the
law contained passages about fighting tuberculosis and alcoholism. In
its preamble, it addressed the necessity of an increase in the physically
and mentally healthy members of the Bulgarian population, and the
importance of avoiding reproduction among those suffering from heredi-
tary diseases. The law also stated that individuals entering into mar-
riage must receive printed instructions about the importance of health
and the potentially harmful consequences of hereditary diseases on
spouses and descendants. Municipalities had the right to establish a
bureau for premarital medical counselling. With respect to demograph-
ic policies, the law made abortion and the distribution of contraceptive
devices liable to prosecution.46 However, by the time the law came
into force the Bulgarian Society for Racial Hygiene was no longer
active.

In 1930, a certain Meri (Mary) Kričeva translated and edited the
book Le Haras Humain (The Human Stud-Farm) by the French psycho-
pathologist Charles Binet-Sanglé (1868–1941), originally published in
1918. The book demanded the application of euthanasia as well as the
foundation of a eugenic institute for the improvement of the human
race. Kričeva’s edition also included a translation of the standing rules
of the British Eugenics Society, and the Norwegian Program for Race
Hygiene, as presented in 1908 by the Norwegian eugenicist Jon Alfred
Mjøen (1860–1939).47 But this endeavor to revive the Bulgarian
eugenics movement met with resistance.

Meanwhile, Stefan Konsulov continued to popularize racial hygiene
both in popular articles and his two textbooks on biology.48 In 1929,
the statistician Petăr Penčev published an article on the declining birth-
rate in Bulgaria; he also assessed the differential birthrate between
cities and the countryside, as well as that between different professions.
For him, the reasons for the declining birthrate were not only social
but also “national” and “biological.”49 With his extensive Izsledvanija
vărhu demografijata na Bălgarija (Studies on the Demography of
Bulgaria), published in 1931, the jurist and economist Georgi Danailov
(1872–1939) emulated Penčev’s views. Danailov demonstrated that
the national and “racial” differences between the Bulgarian population
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and national minorities like the Turks and Muslim Pomaks would find
their expression in different demographic behavior, especially with
respect to fertility. After the First World War, the Muslim population
increased, and subsequently the Muslim population grew faster than
the Bulgarians. However, Danailov insisted that the Bulgarians were
more physically virile and more culturally advanced than the Muslims
living in Bulgaria.50

The Renewal and Demise of the Bulgarian Society for

Racial Hygiene

After 1932, eugenics grew in popularity among the Bulgarian public.
Several factors account for this changed attitude. The first was a height-
ened state awareness about the health of the population. Malaria was
widespread in the Bulgarian countryside. During the 1930s, frequent
cases of typhus and diphtheria were recorded in small cities and some
quarters of Sofia. Every year approximately 150,000 to 200,000 peo-
ple were infected by tuberculosis, with 10 to 20 per cent fatalities
ensuing. Increased awareness of these illnesses resulted in a general
consensus that the health of the population was getting worse.51 In
1931, the journal Bălgarski higienen pregled (Bulgarian Review of
Hygiene) was launched as a medium of information and discussion
about hygienic measures. It was followed in July 1932 by the founda-
tion of the Society for Hygiene and Preventive Medicine in Bulgaria
(Družestvo za higiena i predpazna medicina v Bălgarija). The journal
and Society were directed by Toško Petrov. Both addressed eugenics in
a more moderate way than the Bulgarian Society for Racial Hygiene.52

Finally, Konstantin Pašev demanded the introduction of Racial Eye
Hygiene (Rasova očna higiena), on account of the high rate of blind-
ness among the Bulgarian population.53

The debate about the statutes of the Bulgarian Exarchate also con-
tributed to the revival of eugenics in the early 1930s. As already men-
tioned, Bulgarian Orthodox statutes prohibited marriage if one spouse
suffered from syphilis, epilepsy or a mental disorder. This statute was
theoretically binding on all newly married couples; however, there are
no known examples of its implementation in practice.54 When, in 1932,
the Supreme Secular Exarchate Council discussed new amendments to
the statute, the Society of Hygiene and Preventive Medicine asked for
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recognition of the principles of eugenics, to allow for the exclusion from
marriage of carriers of incurable venereal diseases, as well as those inflict-
ed with pulmonary and laryngeal tuberculosis.55 In turn, Konstantin Pašev
and his Bulgarian Ophthalmologic Society additionally demanded the fur-
ther exclusion of all individuals born blind.56 The reformulated statute was
passed in 1937; however, it did not contain any of these amendments.57

The third factor related to the stimulation of Bulgarian racial hygiene was
the impact of Hitler’s rise to power and the Nazi laws on sterilization. Bul-
garian intellectuals disgusted by the parliamentary system, and political
scandals in particular, were attracted by the Nazi model, which demon-
strated that a fascist state was able to implement effective eugenic legisla-
tion. Adherents of eugenics who had been politically neutral now began to
show their right-wing political affiliation. In 1932, a year before Hitler’s
takeover, Pašev demanded the introduction of “National Solidarism” in
Bulgaria; its proximity to the term National Socialism was not acciden-
tal.58 Pašev was also an enthusiastic observer of the progress of racial
hygiene in Germany. His approval of the Nazi law on sterilization was
shared by several colleagues, all of whom joined the reinvigorated eugen-
ics society.59

The publication of the Osnovni principi na Evgenikata [“Rasova
higiena”] [Basic Principles of Eugenics (Racial Hygiene)] in 1934 by Ivan
Ljubomir Ivanov Rusev represented the fourth factor. For the first time,
this book summarized the aims and visions of eugenics in Bulgaria, and
encouraged the renewal of the inactive Bulgarian Society for Racial Hy-
giene (Rusev was its last secretary). Therefore, it seems reasonable to dis-
cuss the important passages of the book in some detail. Three-quarters of
it dealt with the effects of the laws of heredity on human beings, and their
connection to degeneration. The last quarter of the book discussed “applied
racial hygiene.” 

Taking the ideas of the Austrian racial hygienist Max von Gruber
(1853–1927) as a starting point, Rusev argued that all eugenic measures
should be conducted in a situation whereby external conditions were equal
for all people. On the other hand, in order to eliminate the negative effects
of selection, the state had to ensure that its legislation was in accordance
with the laws of nature.60 To do so, Rusev distinguished between qualita-
tive and quantitative racial hygiene. The latter related to the increase of
progeny, while the former was divided into “eliminatory” racial hygiene
(negative eugenics) and “selective” racial hygiene (positive eugenics).
Eliminatory racial hygiene concerned the prevention of negative heredi-
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tary disorders like alcoholism, syphilis, and tuberculosis, in addition 
to the exclusion from reproduction of those with serious hereditary
diseases. Selective racial hygiene, on the other hand, focused on the
recovery and strengthening of the race by promoting positive selection
and encouraging the reproduction of healthy and talented individuals.61
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“Eliminatory racial hygiene” meant the elimination of alcoholism,
venereal diseases (with the compulsory registration of those diagnosed
with syphilis) and tuberculosis, whereby carriers of those diseases were
not allowed to marry and procreate. This principle extended to all indi-
viduals with hereditary diseases, requiring that the state regulate mar-
riages and births. Premarital medical examinations were therefore
compulsory, together with the introduction of health certificates for
newborns, as demanded by Wilhelm Schallmayer. The ideal method
with respect to achieving the desired eugenic results was sterilization;
Rusev did not consider it to be a more complicated procedure for women
than men. He envisaged that a council of specialized medical doctors
would assess each individual case for sterilization. Other effective
means of eliminatory racial hygiene included the isolation of the men-
tally disabled in asylums and the internment of criminals in prisons.62

These measures still allowed a large number of individuals with an
“average” hereditary disposition to reproduce to a greater extent than
elite groups having “more valuable genes.” Inciting the latter to have
more children was therefore the task of “selective racial hygiene.”
Which stock of people satisfied the aims of selective racial hygiene?
Rusev conceived a utopia of elite reign, one which was exclusively
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male and disinterested in material wealth. Ironically, his description of
the elite perfectly reproduced the social profile of Bulgarian eugeni-
cists. For Rusev, contemporary society demanded intelligent individu-
als of a high moral standing rather than those having perfect physical
attributes. But due to a corrupt education system, not all people with
high-school and university degrees could fulfill the high standards of
the intellectual elite in order to be selected for reproduction. Therefore,
teachers should register the mental qualities and character of their
pupils in health certificates. Those of higher talent should not be com-
pelled to share the classroom with children of lesser intelligence, and
should thus be instructed in particular schools. Long periods of instruc-
tion were not necessary for highly talented people; they only delayed
reproduction. Therefore, the duration of instruction should be short-
ened by two or three years.63

Other factors impeding the birthrate of the “intelligent class” in-
cluded socioeconomic conditions, which often prevented a couple from
having children. From the eugenic viewpoint, the women’s movement
for equal rights was also an obstacle—not because women would not
be able to replace men in society but, as Rusev put it, because men
could not replace women as mothers: if a woman from the “intelligent
class” occupied an important position otherwise given to a man, the
latter would lose the material means necessary to start a family; the
man would thus be childless. In turn, the working woman would not
wish to bear children: “The damage for race is thus twofold,” declared
Rusev.64

In contrast, “quantitative racial hygiene” was related to the increas-
ing rate of reproduction regardless of genetic quality. Some racial hy-
gienists, like the German dermatologist Hermann Werner Siemens
(1891–1969), rejected quantitative measures as senseless, in light of
the fact that lower social classes reproduced at a higher rate than the
upper classes. Rusev, on the other hand, counted himself among eugeni-
cists believing that, with respect to declining birthrates, measures of
quantitative racial hygiene (family policy via tax reforms and financial
support; the fight against abortion, and so on) were necessary because
the cultural and socioeconomic progress of a nation depended on a ris-
ing birthrate in general.65

The four factors outlined here (increased awareness of the role of
the state in supporting national health; the statutes of the Bulgarian
Exarchate; the example of Nazi Germany; and Rusev’s book on eugen-
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ics) created a propitious atmosphere for the regrouping of the support-
ers of eugenics in Bulgaria. On 28 November 1934, Stefan Konsulov
invited Stefan Vatev, Konstantin Pašev, Nikola Saranov (1895–1974)
and ten others (many of them members of the first Bulgarian Society
for Racial Hygiene) to the Institute of Zoology at the University of
Sofia. The time had come to revive the old eugenics society. Saranov,
the founder of Bulgarian criminology, and an adversary of eugenic
sterilization during the 1920s, declared that the refounding of the soci-
ety was not only useful but also necessary: “The current government,
which has assumed responsibility for overseeing the strengthening of
the nation, must support the purpose of this Society.”66 Saranov was
referring to the government of Kimon Georgiev (1882–1969), whose
right-wing group Zveno (The Link) along with the so-called Military
League (Voenen săjuz), organized a coup d’état in May 1934; the new
government suppressed political parties and abolished parliamentary
rule. In 1935, King Boris III (1894–1943) removed Georgiev, but the
authoritarian regime remained in power.

During the 1934 meeting at the Institute of Zoology, Pašev suggest-
ed that the Society amend its original statutes to include the following
goal: “It (the Society) recommends concrete legislative measures in the
spirit of eugenics.” Konsulov indicated that the term “racial hygiene”
should be replaced by “eugenics” in the official name of the Society.
Both suggestions were approved. The meeting elected an executive
committee, once again with Damjan Ivanov as president, and this time
with Nikola Saranov as vice-president and Ljubomir Ivan Rusev as
secretary.67

It took until February 1935, however, for the Ministry of the Inte-
rior and National Health (Ministerstvo na vătrešnite raboti i narodnoto
zdrave) to approve the existence of the new Bulgarian Eugenics Society
(Bălgarsko družestvo za evgenika [rasova higiena]).68 Already in Ja-
nuary 1935, under the editorship of Ljubomir Ivan Rusev, the group
began to publish the monthly Narod i potomstvo (Nation and Progeny).
This journal appealed to a wide readership, for the intended role of the
journal was educational and propagandistic, with the editors explicat-
ing the basics about heredity and eugenics. The editors justified the
importance of premarital medical examinations, eugenic sterilization,
and the general principles of eugenics. As such, the survival of nation
and race was closely connected to the introduction of eugenic meas-
ures by the “new state.”69 After five issues and a desperate appeal for
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subscribers, the Eugenics Society finally ceased publication of the
journal for financial reasons. Yet, until the end of the year, Narod i
potomstvo appeared as a supplement in the medical journal Zdravna
prosveta (Health Education). In early 1936, both the supplement and
the Society ceased their activities altogether.70

Like its predecessor, the second Bulgarian Eugenics Society was
short-lived. Many critics—largely communists—had serious doubts
about the scientific basis of its ideology, its admiration for Nazi racial
hygiene, and its rejection of environmental factors in the process of
socialization.71 Other critics, such as Toško Petrov, chairman of a rival
organization, the Society for Hygiene and Preventive Medicine, deemed
the introduction of radical eugenic measures like sterilization to be
inappropriate: “In our country we are still at the beginning of our study
of social hygiene and the biological conditions of life. We must first
preserve and secure the general health of the population through social
hygiene. A more urgent task is to oversee the preservation of health
and the morality of the family. This can be achieved through the mar-
riage of those capable of giving birth to socially suitable individuals.
In this respect eugenic measures such as premarital medical examina-
tions would be sufficient.”72

One of the last activities of the Bulgarian Eugenics Society was 
to break the existing stalemate with the public. In collaboration with
Toško Petrov and a physiologist from the Society for Hygiene and
Preventive Medicine, Dragomir Mateev (1902–1971), members of the
Society drew up an official statement relating to their stance on ster-
ilization and premarital medical examinations. It was clear that the
Eugenics Society had abandoned its previous support for the introduc-
tion of compulsory sterilization. Bulgarian eugenicists now accepted
that eugenic measures should be applied where appropriate. In any
case, they contended that individuals with hereditary diseases were
less likely to reproduce, and therefore should be “socially sterilized.”
Both societies concluded that social eugenic instruction and systematic
genealogical family research were immediately necessary. The latter
research would form a base for assessing carriers of recessive heredi-
tary diseases, in addition to facilitating premarital medical counseling.
Moreover, both societies wanted to combine the introduction of a sys-
tem of premarital medical counselling with the introduction of civil
marriages. A common statement in this sense was sent to the Commis-
sion for Civil Marriage at the Ministry of Justice (Komisija za graž-
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danskija brak pri Ministerstvoto za pravosădieto), the Main Direction
of National Health (Glavna direkcija na narodnoto zdrave), and the
Bulgarian Women’s Union (Bălgarski ženski ssăjuz).73
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Fig. 3 Ljubomir Ivanov Rusev asks the Bulgarian Main Direction for Public Health for an official
letter of recommendation in order to facilitate his intention ‘to become acquainted with the
application of eugenic measures’ during his stay in Germany in 1936. Source: Central
Historical State Archives of Bulgaria



Eugenic Legislation without Eugenicists

Did the demise of the second Eugenics Society signal the demise of
Bulgarian racial hygiene? To be sure, several members continued to
propagate eugenic ideas in the public sphere during the late 1930s. The
immediate reasons were an intense dispute on racism and growing
public interest in the decline of the birthrate.

The dispute on racism commenced in late 1937, when an anony-
mous author—actually Stefan Konsulov—published Rasovijat oblik
na Bălgarite (The Racial Countenance of the Bulgarians).74 This
account of physical traits and blood groups represented the continua-
tion of a series of articles on the racial characteristics of Bulgarians
published two years previously by Stefan Vatev in Narod i potomst-
vo.75 Yet Konsulov went further. He claimed that Bulgarians, although
Slav speakers, were of non-Slavic origin, and called for an adherence
to the principles of racial hygiene. He concluded that no political ide-
ology in Bulgaria had integrated racial hygiene into its agenda except
for a rising movement, the Fighters for the Progress of Bulgarianhood,
or Fighters for the Nation (Ratnici za napredăka na bălgarština).76

The leader of this pro-Nazi, anti-Semitic group was the economist
Asen Kantardžiev (1898–1981).77 The Ratnici had, in fact, published
the “Racial Characteristics of the Bulgarians” as the fifth volume in
their series of pamphlets.78

In early 1938, the doyen of Bulgarian biology, Metodij Popov (1881–
1954), delivered two public lectures Bălgarskijat narod meždu evropej-
skite rasi i narodi (The Bulgarian Nation and the European Races and
Nations) and Nasledstvenost, rasa i narod (Heredity, Race and Nation).79

Both lectures were critical of Konsulov’s writings. According to Popov,
Bulgarians belonged, without a doubt, to the Slavic nations. He reject-
ed the idea of racial purity and the claim that there was a racial hierar-
chy with a “Master Race” on the top. As far as Popov was concerned,
the decline in birthrates among the elites was part of a larger historical
process: “After a period of stagnation and decline, a period of spiritual
rebirth follows; radical change within the nation is brought about by
mixing [the old elites], either with new social classes (…) or with
closely related races.”80 With respect to the alleged biological degener-
ation of other European nations, as declared by various representatives
of racial hygiene, Popov concluded that the elapsed period of observa-
tion was far too short for such an assessment: “Human evolution, how-
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ever, does not take place and is not achieved within the bounds of lim-
ited and short historical periods. From a biological point of view ours
is not a period of decline of either human civilization or Western civi-
lization, as Spengler has predicted, but a period which signifies the
emergence of civilization.”81

As a result, the Ratnici disturbed Popov’s public lectures, and Kon-
sulov attacked his conception of “race.” The philosopher Dimităr
Mihalčev (1880–1967), on the other hand, reproached Popov for not
going far enough in his rejection of “racial science.” For Mihalčev, the
“nation” was a group of people with a common historical fate. The
nation was thus an entity that could not be understood simply by using
the term “race,” or through the discipline of biology.82

The debate on the racial origins of the Bulgarians had limited reper-
cussions; this was not the case with another debate on the declining
birthrate. In 1938, in the daily newspaper Mir, Konsulov warned that
declining birthrates would lead to defeat in war by the far more “repro-
ductive” neighboring countries: Romania, Yugoslavia, and Turkey.83

Therefore, measures protecting families with many children, following
the German example, would need to be introduced.84 In late 1938, Mir
conducted an opinion survey of experts on the reasons for declining
birthrates in Bulgaria, as well as measures that could be introduced to
reverse the trend. The Main Direction for National Health (Glavna
direkcija za narodnoto zdrave), the central body of the Bulgarian
Ministry of the Interior and National Health, appointed a commission
with the task of drawing up legislation for “the preservation and
increase of the Bulgarian nation.”85 In response, the Society for
Hygiene and Preventive Medicine suggested various pro-natalist meas-
ures, the prosecution of illegal abortions, and the introduction of a spe-
cial law for the protection of families. (The last point included obliga-
tory premarital medical examinations, distribution of farmland, and tax
privileges.86) During the early 1940s, the League of Parents with
Many Children (Sǎjuz na mnogodetnite v Bălgarija) became an influ-
ential pressure group advocating the passing of laws like those sug-
gested by the Society for Hygiene and Preventive Medicine.87

Bulgaria’s accession to the Axis Pact in 1941 clearly signaled the dom-
inant influence of the Third Reich, particularly in the field of pro-
natalist population policy. In 1942, the Bulgarian Ministry of the
Interior and National Health prepared the “Law on Families with
Many Children,” which was enacted in March 1943. The law granted
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tax relief, state credits and other privileges to young couples intending
to produce more than two children. It also included eugenic regula-
tions: it stipulated that the groom should not be over forty years of age;
and in order to secure state credits, all spouses were obliged to under-
go compulsory premarital medical examinations to ensure that neither
had hereditary diseases.88

The law was formulated according to the Nazi system of marriage
loans introduced into Germany in 1933, and was finalized with the
addition of tax-free allowances in 1934 and 1939. In contrast to similar
laws in Europe at that time, the German legislation excluded “inferior”
and “racially alien” individuals like Jews, Gypsies, those who had
been sterilized, and those with hereditary diseases.89 Petăr Gabrovski
(1898–1945), minister of the Interior and National Health, who had
drafted the Bulgarian bill, initially restricted the scope of legislation to
Bulgarian families “in order to maintain the purity of the Bulgarian
race.”90 King Boris III, who was not of Bulgarian origin, was deeply
offended by the new legislation, which only recognized ethnically pure
Bulgarians. The Bulgarian prime minister, Bogdan Filov (1883–1945),
apologized to the king, explaining that the regulation did not apply to
the royal family, as it was aimed primarily at the Jews.91 In its final
draft, the law stipulated that “the men and women must be Bulgarians
and subjects of the Bulgarian Kingdom.”92 Further research is neces-
sary in order to reveal whether this passage excluded only the Jews, or
extended to other Bulgarian ethnic minorities as well.93

Bulgarian eugenicists were not consulted in the process of drafting
the new legislation passed in March 1943. Yet in June 1943, the Soci-
ety for Hygiene and Preventive Medicine belatedly discussed the law
and underlined its eugenic character.94 In the statement sent by the
Society to the Main Direction of National Health, members praised the
law as an “enormous achievement,” although they doubted it could
“fully solve eugenic and health problems.” They insisted that premari-
tal medical examinations should focus on identifying heredity diseases:
“It is the opinion of the Society that we consider the sterilization of the
socially inferior and harmful in our country as a serious option. Ster-
ilization should be organized in such a way that makes use of practical
experience in countries where it has been introduced.”95
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Conclusions

Due to wartime circumstances there was little time in which to apply
the “Law on Families with Many Children.” In the late summer of
1944, the Communist-led Fatherland Front (Otečestven front) assumed
power in Bulgaria. Due to his pro-Nazi orientation and racist ideas, 
the most prominent Bulgarian racial hygienist, Stefan Konsulov, was
relieved of his position at the University of Sofia, and in 1945 was sen-
tenced to seven years in prison.96 However, other Bulgarian eugenicists,
like Asen Ivanov Hadžiolov and Dragomir Mateev, who had adopted
moderate positions, were able to continue their research in the post-
war socialist Bulgaria. The “Law on Families with Many Children”
was not abolished by the Communists, but merely modified. In 1951 
it was replaced by a Decree for the Stimulation of the Birthrate and
Abundance of Children (Ukaz za nasărčenie na raždaemostta i mno-
godetstvoto). During the 1960s, premarital medical examinations
became obligatory for all.97

The history of Bulgarian eugenics cannot be written without con-
sidering the influence of German racial hygiene. In both Germany and
Bulgaria, a period of national optimism and romanticism ended with
the First World War and was replaced by pessimistic “introspection,”
expressed in the Bulgarian case by critical examinations of “national
character.”98 In contrast, racial hygiene provided a different perspec-
tive: its conceptualization of a glorious national future in the form of a
eugenic utopia offered recompensation for the lost of the optimism
characterizing the pre-1914 period. 

As in the German case, Bulgarian racial hygienists also felt
empowered to redefine gender roles. They did not derive their anti-
feminist positions from the rules of the traditional patriarchal society
but from a position of neo-traditionalism. This neo-traditionalism was
connected to right-wing and fascist ideologies, and was nurtured by a
particular interpretation of biology, ascribing to women the role of
motherhood and of carrier of the “genetic treasure” of the nation.99

The short-lived success of Bulgarian eugenics was ultimately encapsu-
lated by the “Law on Families with Many Children,” a law prepared
without the input of eugenicists. They did, however, prepare the ground
for the legislation of 1943.
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German racial hygiene was initially designed as a scientific answer
to the challenges of modernity. But in a largely agricultural country like
Bulgaria, eugenics experienced far more difficulty in gaining a similar
position. As the case of Romania shows, a high level of urbanization
and an advanced health system were not necessarily prerequisites for the
acceptance of eugenics in the long term. During the 1930s, Bulgarian
eugenics finally managed to establish itself as the junior partner of
hygiene. This was also a response to the eugenic legislation introduced
by the Third Reich. From the late 1930s, increasing political and cul-
tural domination by the Third Reich provided Bulgarian eugenics with
a final push. The issue of Bulgarian racial hygiene was consequently
reduced to a discussion of which items from the German eugenic agen-
da could be adopted in Bulgaria, given the low level of modernization
within the country. In consequence, numerous initiatives—like com-
pulsory sterilization—had to be postponed until a “more favorable
moment.”

Taking Care of the National Body 245



Endnotes

* This paper is a result of the project MOEL 063 funded by the Austrian
Research Association (ÖFG) in 2004.

1 S[tefan] Konsulov, “Das Wesen der Bulgaren,” in Ewald von Massow, 
ed., Bulgaria. Jahrbuch 1942 der Deutsch-Bulgarischen Gesellschaft Berlin
(Leipzig: Felix Meiner, n.d.), 1–11, especially 8.

2 “Konsulov – prof. Stefan Georgiev professor – biolog,” opis 1 [inventory
1], fund 583k [private collection of Stefan Konsulov], Central State Archive of
Bulgaria. See also Ljubomir Rusev, Pedagogičeski rečnik (Sofia: Dobromir
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nija i vrăzki. Izsledvanija i materiali, vol. 2. (Sofia: BAN, 1979), 305–326.
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Priroda 28, 8 (1928), 124–126.

36 Konsulov, “Evgenika—nauka za podobrene na čoveškite rasi,” 125.
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Bălgarija (Sofia: Medicina i Fizkultura, 1980), 187–211, especially 189–190.
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voto i detstvoto u nas,” Narod i zdrave 2, 8–9 (1942), 241–244.
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66 “Protokol na văzobnovitelnoto săbranie na d-voto za rasova higiena,” 28

November 1934, arhivska edinica 38 (archival unit 38), opis 1 (inventory 1),
fund 3k, State Archive of the City and District of Sofia (I am grateful to Kristina
Popova for making this document available to me). On Saranov’s earlier critical
view on eugenics see N[ikola] Saranov, “Izpolzuvane na r’ontgenovite lăči v
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nas?” Mir (1938) (newspaper cutting, no page number given).
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evgeničen problem,” Izvestija na Glavnata direkcija na truda i Instituta za
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28–31, especially 29, 2 (1943), 80–87.
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The Self-Perception of a Small Nation: 

The Reception of Eugenics in Interwar Estonia

Ken Kalling

Contemporary history has shown that the ideology of eugenics is more
diverse as a body of knowledge than as a practical application. The
approval of eugenic legislation, especially laws relating to steriliza-
tion, provides good criteria for testing the eugenic movements in dif-
ferent countries. The pervasive influence of eugenics in Scandinavian
countries, the US, and Nazi Germany are the most known cases. Less
well known is the case of the Baltic states, particularly Latvia and
Estonia, and the passing of legislation during the 1930s according to
the eugenic principles of obligatory sterilization and abortion. Besides
shedding light on the emergence and development of eugenics and its
ideology in Estonia, this chapter will explore specific features related
to the dissemination and acceptance by Estonian eugenicists of so-
called positive eugenics, especially in its pro-natalist forms. Eugenics
can be divided into “positive” and “negative” branches. “Positive
eugenics” emphasized the need to increase the ratio of racially “superi-
or” members of society; “negative eugenics” was motivated by inhibit-
ing the fertility of those deemed “biologically unfit.” In interwar
Estonia, the two branches intersected.

The Eugenic Movement in Estonia

Discussions about eugenics in the Estonian language can be traced
back to the turn of the twentieth century. Estonians were perceived by
non-Estonian members of society, and sometimes even by some Eston-
ian politicians, as a peasant nation “without history,” and thus, seem-
ingly, with no future. However, during the Estonian national awakening
(commencing around 1850 and culminating in 1918, when independ-



ence was declared), nationalist scholars and politicians seized upon
arguments from the natural sciences with which they could justify the
evolution of the Estonian nation. The biological laws of nature present-
ed nationalists with a challenge: if humans evolved from apes, why,
then, should the Estonians not be able to escape the limitations of a
peasant existence and evolve into a cultivated society?1 The leading
Estonian eugenicist, Juhan Luiga (1873–1926), for example, argued
that nationality should be defined according to natural laws rather than
to theories relating to history.2

The fin-de-siècle witnessed increasing debates on supposed racial
traits within the Estonian population. Similar to other Baltic Finns,
Estonians were described as “Mongols” and, therefore, inferior to other
“White Europeans” in the “Great Chain of Being.”3 Unlike in neigh-
boring Finland, where race theories became bogged down in political
arguments between Finnish nationalists and the local Swedish-speak-
ing aristocracy, Estonian discussions about race remained within the
academic realm.

Before 1918, in the light of Russian disapproval of political and
cultural Estonian nationalism, the conception of the nation as a biolog-
ical entity became a core feature in the justification of the idea of
“Estonianness.” The “biologization” of Estonian nation-building en-
compassed both qualitative and quantitative characteristics held to
comprise the population. From the outset, eugenics was concerned with
demography due to high rates of emigration (which became common in
the second half of the nineteenth century) and the denationalization of
ethnic Estonians, who adopted the German or Russian language as
their own.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the abstinence movement
(karskusliikumine), which included several Estonian public figures,
voiced its concerns about the threat of social and biological degenera-
tion. Estonian eugenics was thus born. The Estonian Eugenics Society
(Eesti Eugeenikaselts “Tõutervis”) was founded in 1924, institutional-
izing ideas that were already relatively widespread and accepted in
educated circles. 

The political orientation of leading eugenicists in Estonia was largely
centrist or left of centre, with several belonging to the Estonian Labor
Party (Tööerakond). Here Juhan Vilms (1883–1952) deserves special
mention; his writings from the mid-1930s included strong criticisms of
the socialist idea of equality. Besides being a leading advocate of cor-
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poratism, he was also an anti-Semite.4 His final monograph on the
subject of demography, Rahvaste edasielamise alustest (On the Suc-
cessful Future Existence of Nations) nevertheless reveals that towards
the end of this life, Vilms had returned to his original social democrat-
ic principle.5

The first major achievements of the eugenic movement in Estonia
came in 1927, when the first marriage counseling service was estab-
lished, along with the Congress of National Education (Rahvusliku
Kasvatuse Kongress) and a public poll on the demographic changes in
Estonia. A lecture series on eugenics was introduced at the University
of Tartu in 1928, followed by the opening of the Institute of Eugenics
(Eugeenika Instituut) at the same university in 1938, under the direc-
tion of Hans Madissoon (1887–1956). Although Juhan Aul (1897–
1994), a well-known Estonian physical anthropologist, remained in
close contact with the eugenic movement, the fields of eugenics and
racial studies remained institutionally distinct in Estonia. A separate
Institute of Anthropology and Racial Studies (Antropoloogia ja Ras-
siteaduste Instituut) was created only in 1943, during the German
occupation. 

Despite the fact that leading physical anthropologists in Estonia
expressed sympathy for eugenics, the eugenic movement was generally
devoid of racist thinking. Some scholars encouraged marriages between
Estonians and minority ethnic groups (Swedes, Finns, Jews, and so
on); however, marriages with Germans and Russians were generally
discouraged, resulting from Estonian fears of cultural domination by
their powerful neighbors.

In 1940, after the Soviet invasion, the Communist ban on public
organizations included the Eugenics Society, which simultaneously
also resulted in the abolition of the “Sterilization Law” on the grounds
that it contradicted the moral norms of socialism.6 Indeed, Estonians
and Latvians were the first in Europe to declare the abolishment of
national sterilization policies. (Latvia had introduced sterilization and
abortion in the Public Health Act of 1938; however, the possibility of
abortion on the grounds of racial hygiene was first mentioned in the
1933 Latvian Criminal Code.7) 
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Estonian Sterilization Policy

On 1 April 1937, the Estonian “Law on Sterilization” (a document pre-
viously signed by the head of state in 1936) came into effect.8 It pro-
posed obligatory sterilization or abortion for a limited group of men-
tally disabled or “feebleminded individuals” (“those suffering severe
epilepsy, but also those incurably physically handicapped on heredi-
tary grounds”).9 It stressed, on the grounds of heredity, that these indi-
viduals posed a threat to society because they could potentially breed
handicapped descendants. The right to propose sterilization or abortion
was limited to (besides the subjects themselves) medical doctors, cus-
todians, directors of residential care establishments and medical insti-
tutions. The final decision was to be taken by one of the two steriliza-
tion commissions (steriliseerimise ringkonnakomisjon). These com-
missions were composed of several medical doctors and officials nom-
inated by the communities involved. 

Yet sterilization practices in Estonia remained modest when com-
pared to other countries with similar legislation.10 Official data on ster-
ilization in Estonia only exist for the years 1937 and 1938; no data are
available for 1939 and 1940 due to the Soviet occupation and the limi-
tations this placed on the compilation of statistics. In 1937, a total of
thirty-two patients (including twenty-six women) appeared before
Estonian sterilization commissions. Sterilizations were authorized in
twenty-one cases, of which nineteen were women.11 Of the twenty-two
individuals brought before the commissions in 1938, twenty were ster-
ilized (and six abortions were carried out); again, eighteen of those
sterilized were women. Thus, during the first two years of this legisla-
tion, forty-one people were sterilized, of whom only four (ten per cent)
were males. (The potential candidates for sterilization, according to the
criteria for mental disability and feeblemindedness, amounted to 3,358,
of whom 1,220 individuals were not held in psychiatric wards.)12

The legislation regulating sterilization in Estonia was probably passed
due to the political need to legalize an already existing practice.13 This
is confirmed by various sources, including documents from marriage
counseling centers, which reveal that sterilization and abortion were
both medically considered before the promulgation of the law.14 The
figures available on abortion—justified on eugenic grounds—from the
psychiatric ward in Tallinn are modest in number, averaging three cas-
es in seven years.15 The low number of sterilizations was largely due
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to the medical understanding that such practices did not necessarily
contribute to achieving eugenic goals.16

Yet the law on sterilization should be regarded as a significant
episode for characterizing the nature of the state in interwar Estonia.
When comparing the legislation on sterilization passed in Nazi Ger-
many and Scandinavian countries with the Estonian case, differences
and similarities are detectable. In the German case, biological factors
were stressed when targeting patients for sterilization, while in Scandi-
navian countries sterilization was mainly justified on social grounds.17

As far as the eugenics underlying the law on sterilization in Estonia is
concerned, this tended to follow the German example. In practice, how-
ever, eugenic policies followed the Scandinavian model. (This perhaps
explains why in Estonia more women were sterilized than men.)18 The
introduction of the law on sterilization should thus be viewed as a by-
product of a much larger Estonian eugenics project: pro-natalism.

The Pro-Natalist Character of Estonian Eugenics

The roots of “demographic hysteria” in Estonia can be traced back to
the pre-independence era, to a period dominated by fears of social
degeneration. In Estonian historiography such anxieties are often linked
to the problem of a “small nation’s self-perception.”19 The achieve-
ment of independence in 1918 meant that concerns about ethnicity
were complemented by new concerns for the welfare of the state. The
young Estonian nation was faced with the daunting task of establishing
membership in the family of “nations with history.”20

The demographic situation was considered to be catastrophic, and
was heightened by fears of national extinction. A low population den-
sity posed a serious problem given that it heightened the possibility 
of external intervention in a Europe intoxicated by ideas of Lebens-
raum.21 As a result, the majority of eugenic rhetoric related to demo-
graphic matters.22 The eugenicists insisted that political warfare had
long ago given way to biological competition between nations, and
Estonia, lacking in military might, was also losing the demographic
battle.

In 1922, the Estonian population amounted to 1,107,059; by De-
cember 1939 this figure had risen to 1,122,440. Not surprisingly, dur-
ing the 1930s politicians had supported a twofold increase in popula-
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tion numbers.23 This numerical inferiority led, however, to ironic ref-
lections: Juhan Vilms put it plainly when he stated that “no one would
ridicule a nation of three million people,” such as the Estonians.24

Eugenicists were able to influence public opinion through events
organized by the Congress of National Education in 1927 and 1935.
There was a clear tendency in the Congress’s deliberations towards a
greater biologization of the nationalist debate. Issues regarding the fer-
tility of the race, society, and nation were discussed. Women, in partic-
ular, were the focal point of discussion. It was declared that the ideal
Estonian woman was, in the first instance, a mother.25 However, despite
their allegedly good physical constitution,26 commentators noted that
Estonian women were unwilling to procreate.27 One possible explana-
tion was that the modernization of society directly affected them.28

Paraphrasing the Swedish feminist activist, Ellen Key (1849–1926),
who once said that the twentieth century would be the “Child’s Century,”
Vilms considered it to be the “Woman’s Century.” Before the emanci-
pation of women was made infamous by Nazi pro-natalist policies,
Vilms viewed it as a means by which one could strengthen Estonian
statehood.29

The Authoritarian State

The eugenic message was well received in Estonia, a society in which
the new constitution of 1938 included the notion of “socially harmful
indigent persons.”30 A breakthrough for the eugenicists occurred in
1934, when the Estonian state introduced an authoritarian political
regime, in which the propagandist rhetoric of pro-natalism and eugen-
ics flourished. The new system was known as “managed democracy,”
and the consolidation of “national entirety” (rahvusterviklikkus) became
the prime goal of the state, an ideal rooted in a biological understand-
ing of society; namely, the nation as a living organism.31

The post-1934 era witnessed the banning of political parties, restrict-
ed journalistic freedom and so on. On the other hand, a few political
decisions were introduced which enlarged the nucleus of power during
this period. Between 1935 and 1939, for example, fifteen trade cham-
bers (kutsekoda), which dominated the Upper Chamber of the Estonian
Parliament (Riiginõukogu), were created. Estonia was developing a
corporatist system, and this provided a strong argument in favor of the
heightened role of professionals in politics. The creation of these cham-
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bers was also a means by which to bring women into the autocratic state-
building process. The Chamber of Domestic Economy (Kodumajandu-
skoda), established in 1935, which brought together existing women’s
organizations, was viewed by several politicians as a feminist Trojan
horse. Some women activists saw it as an attempt by the state to insti-
tutionalize gender stereotyping.32 One consequence of the creation of
the Chamber was that it restricted women from entering into non-domes-
tic employment. Official rhetoric declared that the new infrastructure
proved that the state valued women, especially their domestic role.

A prerequisite of the authoritarian state was the complete subordi-
nation of all members of society in the name of “national entirety.”33

Eugenicists and eugenic organizations actively supported the paternal-
ist, solidarist and authoritarian system in the Estonian case. The state,
in turn, made full use of science and medicine in order to increase its
authority and legitimacy.

It is not simply the negative aspects of racial hygiene (the 1937
“Law on Sterilization”) that should be stressed in connection with
authoritarianism in Estonia. There was also a positive side. The Con-
gress of National Education, held in 1935, led to the state-sponsored
creation of the Board of Population Increase and Welfare (Rahva
Juurdekasvu ja Heaolu Komisjon). Positive eugenics was officially
institutionalized from this moment onwards. The Board was responsi-
ble for implementing a six-year national plan (1936–1941) aimed at
expanding medical institutions and personnel as a way of improving
public health in general; and more specifically, combating the demo-
graphic problem. This plan encompassed health education, mother–
child programs, and tackling the problem of tuberculosis.34 The state
complemented the plan by easing the tax burden on large families, im-
plementing a child support system, and encouraging a “healthy,” rural
lifestyle. 

Conclusions

The eugenic movement was well received by the public in interwar
Estonia. This is partly explained by the syndrome of the “small nation’s
self-perception,” and accompanying fears of extinction. Thus, official
nationalism, especially during the years of the authoritarian state, became
synonymous with the concept of a “national entirety.” Estonian society
was mobilized to fulfill a biological task—to breed. In this context, the
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Estonian Eugenics Society became a leading authority on demographic
matters and public health, and was used to encourage the increase of
the population. Eugenics became a social mechanism uniting the popu-
lar beliefs of Estonian society.

The development of an autocratic regime during the second half of
the 1930s is a factor that should be borne in mind when comparing
eugenics in Estonia with other countries in interwar Europe. The rela-
tively low number of sterilization cases and the eschewing of racial
criteria in Estonia are factors that distinguish eugenics in Estonia from
Nazi Germany. The disproportionately high ratio of women among those
sterilized also dissuades parallels with the German case. In Estonia, as
in some Scandinavian countries, social inclinations determined the
nature of eugenic activities. Moreover, the support of pro-natalist atti-
tudes by Estonian eugenicists suggests similarities with the eugenic
movements in Italy and France.
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Central Europe Confronts German 

Racial Hygiene:

Friedrich Hertz, Hugo Iltis and Ignaz

Zollschan as Critics of Racial Hygiene

Paul J. Weindling

The new national states of interwar Europe were fertile seedbeds for
the growth of eugenics as science, ideology and medical practice.
Sandwiched between the two pariah states of Germany and the Soviet
Union, Central European eugenics was astonishingly diverse. In part,
there were influences from abroad. The Rockefeller Foundation sought
to promote hygiene and welfare in the European successor states; social
medicine in Weimar Germany had fertility control as a core interest;
and there were socialist endeavors to produce a “new man.” Undoubt-
edly, there were heterogeneous streams in each country, which meant
that population and health policies took on distinctive national forms.

The strength of an articulate opposition to German race theory and
the Nazification of racial hygiene merits comparison with the fragile
political context of interwar Central and Southeast Europe. In this
chapter I shall show how radical critiques emerged from within the
Central European crucible, and how it moved from an initial concern
with anti-Semitism, and the racial mythology of Houston Stewart
Chamberlain (1855–1927) and Arthur de Gobineau (1816–1882), to
targeting Nordic racial anthropology and the eugenics of the German
ultra-Right. 

Three figures took the lead in mounting critiques of the scientific
pretensions of racial theory: the social scientist Friedrich Otto Hertz
(1878–1964); the biologist and geneticist Hugo Iltis (1882–1952); and
the radiologist Ignaz Zollschan (1877–1948). Zollschan was also a
committed Zionist, while Hertz was nominally a Roman Catholic,
although his father was of Jewish descent. Iltis was also nominally
Catholic with a father of Jewish descent. Hertz and Iltis were both
socialists and secular in outlook. All shared a common background in
the Habsburg Monarchy, where, in Hertz’s words, “no race could seri-



ously oppress another.” Before 1914, their spur was the Aryan anti-
Semitic ideology of Houston Stewart Chamberlain. All three thinkers
engaged with eugenics during the 1920s: Hertz did so as a social sci-
entist; Zollschan as a Lamarckian anthropologist; while Iltis did so
from a firmly Mendelian position, rooted in biological concerns. By
1930, they rose to the challenge of refuting Nazi racial theories.1

While it is clear that German racial hygienists, notably Alfred Ploetz
(1860–1940) and Fritz Lenz (1887–1976), were Nordic racial idealists,
both were cautious in articulating anti-Semitic sentiments until the
patriotic fervor of the First World War brought about an intensification
of ideas associated with Lebensraum and German racial health.2 The
Gesellschaft für Rassenhygiene (The Society for Racial Hygiene),
founded in 1905, was broadly Grossdeutsch in orientation, and had
Central European pretensions. Unification of the scattered German
people meant looking beyond the limited frontiers of the German Reich
established in 1871. Ploetz intended the Gesellschaft für Rassenhygiene
to extend beyond the boundaries of Germany, to include members
from Austria and Switzerland, as well as to cement links with Hun-
gary. The Society also brought together Swiss nationals like Ernst
Rüdin (1874–1952), alongside Austrians like the Munich professor of
hygiene, Max von Gruber (1853–1927), and the Lamarckian Ignaz
Kaup (1870–1944), a follower of the Austrian anti-Semite, Georg von
Schönerer (1842–1921). 

The Society was proclaimed the Internationale Gesellschaft für
Rassenhygiene (International Society for Racial Hygiene) in 1907, and
only in March 1910 was a national German umbrella organization insti-
tuted. During the First World War, racial hygienists rallied to schemes
for expanding racial hegemony over Central Europe. Fritz Lenz con-
tributed to Julius F. Lehmann’s bellicose journal Osteuropäische Zu-
kunft (East European Future) during 1916–1917, recommending the
racial value of population settlement in the East.3 On 28 September
1918 a meeting was planned in Budapest on racial hygiene and popu-
lation policy, with notable figures in science, medicine and politics
from Germany, Austria and Hungary invited to attend.4
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Friedrich Hertz

In 1902, Hertz published his first critique of “modern racial theories”
in the Sozialistische Monatshefte (Socialist Monthly).5 This pre-dated
the founding of eugenics societies in Europe, and was a critique of the
rising interest in Aryan racial theory on both the political Right and
Left, the latter exemplified by the revisionist socialist Ludwig Wolt-
mann (1871–1907). Hertz attacked the writings of the anthropologist
Otto Ammon (1842–1916), as well as Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s
idea of racial breeding. He also refuted the theory that “over-breeding”
resulted in a lack of fitness.6 Hertz saw nationalism as a destructive
force; partly as a result of his socialist academic contacts with Otto
Weininger (1880–1903), the author of the idiosyncratic Geschlecht
und Charakter (Sex and Character).7

In 1904, Hertz returned to Vienna from studies with Fabian social-
ists at the London School of Economics. While in Britain, he pub-
lished a critique of pan-Germanist and pro-Boer propaganda. He then
developed his article on race into a book-length critique of racial biol-
ogy, Moderne Rassentheorien (Modern Race Theories). Concerned
about scientific forms of anti-Semitism, he also published Antisemitis-
mus und Wissenschaft (Anti-Semitism and Science) in 1904.8 These
early attacks against race theories took place at the point when eugen-
ics was emerging as an organized movement with claims of medical
and scientific expertise. Advocates of eugenics took Hertz’s view seri-
ously. The founding editor of the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesellschafts-
biologie (Journal for Racial and Social Biology), Alfred Ploetz, includ-
ed Hertz in a list of future contributors, and reviewed his critique of
race in 1905.9 Hertz adopted a legal and sociological approach to the
problem of race.10 He advocated the view that: “Race theories are little
else but the ideological disguises of the dominators’ and exploiters’
interests.”11 He pointed out that there was no significant link between
physical and mental characteristics, and that race theories lacked a
convincing empirical basis. The welfare-oriented eugenicist Wilhelm
Schallmayer (1857–1919), for example, regarded Hertz as an ally.
They exchanged reprints, and in 1915 discussed Hertz’s projected new
edition of the “critique of racial theories.”12

In 1913, Hertz married a physician, Edith, whose medical training
with the charismatic Viennese social hygienist, Julius Tandler (1869–
1936), later guided her husband’s interest in heredity and welfare.13
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Moreover, the fact that Edith came from Bohemia strengthened Hertz’s
interest in the partly German-speaking region, with its major industries
and political antagonisms. Tomáš G. Masaryk (1850–1937), future
president of Czechoslovakia, contributed regularly to Hertz’s liberal-
left review. During this period, Hertz revised his work in order to take
issue with racial hygiene as the basis of social policy. What emerged
was the distinction between the biological values of “human economy”
and racial eugenics. The Viennese social scientist Rudolf Goldscheid
(1870–1931) introduced the term Menschenökonomie (human economy)
to underline the point that society had a role in facilitating the healthy
reproduction of human life. Hertz was cited by the Berlin anatomist
Oscar Hertwig (1849–1922) in his seminal critique of Social Darwinism
of 1917.14 In turn, Hertz was criticized by the anthropologist Ludwig
Wilser (1850–1923) and the eugenicist Fritz Lenz. Prompted by Ploetz,
Hertz responded in the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesellschaftsbiologie
during 1916–1917.15

In the 1920s, Hertz (by now with the title Hofrat) worked in the
office of Karl Renner (1870–1950), the federal chancellor of the Aus-
trian Republic. The rise of eugenics spurred Hertz to reassess racial
hygiene. The result was a book with a substantially new research per-
spective compared to its predecessor of twenty years before. Hertz
published Rasse und Kultur in 1925, which appeared three years later
in translation in London and New York as Race and Civilization.16 His
revised work on racial theories denounced the German anthropologist
Eugen Fischer (1874–1967), who, with geneticists Erwin Baur (1875–
1933) and Fritz Lenz, published the noted textbook on human heredity
and eugenics. Lenz again counterattacked in the Archiv für Rassen-
und Gesellschaftsbiologie.17

Hertz could accept that races existed as physical types, although
rarely were races pure. Yet what he could not accept was the view that
race and psychology were inextricably linked. He similarly rejected
claims that intelligence and mental abilities were wholly due to inheri-
tance, and noted how minor coincidences were posited as elaborate
statistical proof.18 He was scathing about the Nordic racism of Baur,
Fischer, Lenz, and their populist ally, the Nordic thinker Hans F. K.
Günther (1891–1968). Hertz cited the characterization of Bavaria and
Austria as largely composed of inferior “Dinaric” stock, close in type
to the Semites of the Near East, especially Armenians and Jews. He
argued that the idea of leading intellectuals and social elites being pre-
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dominately Nordic was untenable. Julius F. Lehmann (1863–1935)––
the publisher and promoter of Hans F. K. Günther (1891–1968), and of
the Hungarian eugenicist Géza von Hoffmann––presented the volume
on heredity written by Baur, Fischer and Lenz to Adolf Hitler when
imprisoned at Landsberg in 1924.19 Hertz presciently warned of the
ominous links between racial eugenics and the political Right.

After working in the Austrian chancellery, Hofrat Hertz was appoint-
ed in 1930 as a political scientist at the University of Halle. He deliber-
ately took this post so as to have an impact on German public opinion.
He antagonized Nazi students by publishing a withering critique of
Lehmann’s protégé, the Nordic racial ideologist Hans Günther, whom
the Nazis supported for a chair at Jena in Thuringia. His work Hans
Günther als Rassenforscher (Hans Günther as Racial Researcher)
meant that Hertz became infamous to the political Right as a leading
critic of race theory and National Socialism.20 In June 1933, after
Hertz’s resignation was turned down, he was summarily dismissed. By
this time Hertz––who was in considerable personal danger—returned
to Austria.21

Ignaz Zollschan

In 1910, Zollschan published his monograph Das Rassenproblem (The
Race Problem) as a critique of the Aryan racial theories of Houston
Stewart Chamberlain. Zollschan was a key figure in the Jewish response
to German racial theories of the period. However, by the time he died
in 1948 in Britain, Zollschan’s ideas on the Jewish race had undergone
considerable change.22

Zollschan was a physician and radiologist, a specialism which, like
dermatology, offered openings for Jews. In 1904, he qualified in medi-
cine from the University of Vienna. His work as a ship’s surgeon
allowed him to witness racial variations around the world at first hand.
After he returned to Vienna for training in radiology, he published Das
Rassenproblem, which was reviewed at length in Ploetz’s Archiv für
Rassen- und Gesellschaftsbiologie.23

Zollschan outlined his definition of the Jewish race in response to
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, who advocated Aryan superiority on 
a theological and biological basis as a new form of German Christi-
anity.24 Chamberlain’s Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899)
conceived racial struggle in religious terms, with Jesus as a Teutonic
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redeemer, an idea enthusiastically taken up later by Nazi “German
Christians.” Cosima Wagner (1837–1930) and Kaiser Wilhelm II
(1859–1941) were both enthusiasts for this racist gospel of Aryan
racial superiority.25 Zollschan found that Chamberlain, who lived in
Vienna between 1889 and 1909 before moving to Wagner’s Bayreuth,
was primarily motivated by his opposition to the political-anthropolog-
ical school.26 This meant that the right-wing Chamberlain attacked 
the left-wing socialist revisionist and Social Darwinist Ludwig Wolt-
mann.27 Zollschan warned against using the physical anthropology of
hair and skin color as racial markers, and cautioned that the carica-
tured feature of the hooked Jewish nose was rare. Evolution thus pro-
vided a corrective to anti-Semites, and Zollschan’s Lamarckism meant
that culture and psychological identity became dominant features of
the Jewish race.28

Zollschan’s premise was that the Jewish race was in the throes of
dissolution. He defined Jews according to Darwinist precepts, albeit
tempered by environmentalism (thus differing markedly from Mende-
lism). Unlike the Viennese anthropologist Rudolf Pöch (1870–1921),
who sought to map the racial characteristics of Austro-Hungarian skull
forms, Zollschan did not conduct research into physical anthropology.
Nor did he join any eugenic organization. Unlike Jewish race theorists
who sought to work alongside advocates of German race regeneration,
from the outset Zollschan adopted a combative tone in Das Rassen-
problem. It served him well in making the transition from an advocate
of Jewish race purity in the multiethnic Habsburg Monarchy before the
First World War to taking the lead in an international coalition against
Nazi racism during the 1930s. By this time, Zollschan had radically to
revise his scientific ideas about the Jewish race, and moderate his
Lamarckism. 

Two years after completing Das Rassenproblem, Zollschan moved
to the historic spa resort of Karlsbad (Karlovy Vary).29 Karlsbad was
in the Western Sudeten region of Czechoslovakia, an area that was a
hotbed not only of anti-Semitism but also of anti-Czech sentiment. 
At the nearby state radium mines at Joachimsthal (Jáchymov), German
miners felt embittered by the high rates of cancer caused by radium
emissions.30 Zollschan lost his left arm in 1939 due to X-ray research,
forcing him to retire from medical work but allowing him to focus
full-time on setting up an international network of anthropologists to
combat the threat of Nazi racism.31
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Zollschan nonetheless believed that the state was responsible for
sustaining the individual qualities of races. Pure races were intellectu-
ally more vital than racial mixtures. Moreover, races needed to recover
their primal vigor in order to preserve their creative capacities.32 La-
marckians had exposed gametes to radium, thus providing important
evidence for the impact of the environment on hereditary substance.33

Zollschan approved of the Lamarckian experiments by the zoologists
Paul Kammerer (1880–1926) and Hans Przibram (1874–1944) at the
Vienna Vivarium (a research institute close to Prater Park). Such
Lamarckism allowed for the modification of the psychology of race, so
that Jews did not appear as immutable fixed stereotypes.34 Ernst
Haeckel’s disciple, Richard W. Semon (1859–1918), offered technical
corrections to Das Rassenproblem because he considered Zollschan’s
book important and timely. Zollschan was congratulated by other
Jewish academics, like the Viennese medical historian Max Neuburger
(1868–1955). British anthropologist A.C. Haddon (1855–1940) found
much to praise as well.35 With its blend of biology, and cultural and
religious history, Zollschan’s book earned him academic respect. 

In March 1919––writing when Austria’s borders were closed––
Zollschan advocated the purge of nationalist elements from Zionism,
and opposed special laws for Jewish minorities. He further argued for
ethnic regeneration based on the long-term processes of selection, in
addition to the political cultivating of the “mnemic” hereditary com-
posite with respect to cultural and physical attributes. He called this
process “homophonie”, that is, aligning instinct with history.36 He thus
hoped that Zionism could be blended with internationalism, thereby
upholding the ideals of international peace and cooperation. Zollschan’s
efforts to reach an international public can be seen in an American edi-
tion of his lectures on Jewish questions, as well as in English and French
editions of his writings.37 A revised fifth edition of Das Rassenprob-
lem appeared in 1925; while Zollschan modified his views on politics,
he remained a Lamarckian. Driven by Mendelian concerns with human
heredity, anthropology was under pressure to follow a biological path.
Meanwhile, German race hygienists were at the forefront of applying
Mendelism to racial questions.

Zollschan was alert to the dangers of eugenics. In 1925, he visited
the anthropologist and environmentalist Franz Boas (1858–1942) in
New York to collaborate on X-ray investigations into various races,
having supported the use of X-rays to eradicate favus among East
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European Jewish children. Boas, convinced of the need to refute racial
prejudice, was in charge of a special committee investigating anatomi-
cal and psychological characteristics at Columbia University.38 In 1926,
Zollschan used a memorandum drawn up by Boas as a basis for inten-
sified lobbying in Europe to refute anti-Semitic racism.39 In 1930,
Zollschan published the essay The Significance of the Racial Factor as
a Basis in Cultural Development with Le Play House, a sociological
research institute in London.40 Here he discussed issues such as the
analogies between Aryan and Nordic race theories, and whether
Nordic claims of superior culture had any validity. Zollschan now
turned to attack Hans F. K. Günther, as he once attacked Chamberlain.

Hugo Iltis

Iltis was decidedly more populist than Zollschan, being active in edu-
cation in Mendel’s hometown of Brünn (Brno). His writings exuded a
strict scientific rigour, while weighing the social implications of Men-
delism. He worked as a teacher at the German High School (Gymna-
sium), and as Privatdozent in botany and genetics at the German
Polytechnic in Brünn (Brno); and in 1921 he founded the Masaryk
Volkshochschule (Masaryk Adult Education Centre), the largest institu-
tion for adult education in Czechoslovakia.41

Iltis was not only a Mendelian, he was also Mendel’s biographer.
His biography aroused the interest of geneticists when published (in
German) in 1924, and earned him international recognition after its
publication in English in 1932.42 The extent of his preoccupation with
social questions is evident from his copious diary entries. He corre-
sponded with the leading German eugenicist Fritz Lenz. While Lenz
was a geneticist of some sophistication, he came out in support of
National Socialism in 1930 as the best way to realize eugenic meas-
ures.43 Iltis––like Hertz and Zollschan––had first-hand acquaintance
with the dangerous progenitors of racial theory.

Although deeply committed to Mendelian genetics, Iltis considered
the experimental findings of the Lamarckian experimental biologist
Paul Kammerer, conducted at the Vienna Vivarium, as significant. The
Vivarium was celebrated as an institute for biological experimentation,

where animals were studied over generations under differing environ-
mental conditions. Iltis suspected that a right-wing assistant discredit-
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ed Kammerer by tampering with the experiments. Iltis also criticized
anti-Semitism among socialists.44

In 1928, Iltis published articles on eugenics in the leftist book review
Bucherwarte in Berlin.45 At this stage Iltis dismissed Gobineau and
Chamberlain, as well as Günther and Lenz, as racists,46 but he was
prepared seriously to engage with––and partly to accept––the work of
the anthropologist Eugen Fischer, although he remained critical of
Fischer’s linking of psychological with physical types.47 Iltis accepted
certain “objective” eugenic measures like marriage certificates, and
endorsed the social hygiene of Alfred Grotjahn (1869–1931). Iltis’s
substantive work was published by the socialist Urania organization 
in Jena.48 In 1930 his Volkstümliche Rassenkunde (Popular Racial
Studies) was serialized, appearing as a series of political brochures that
ensured wide circulation. This was designed to strike at the heart of the
groundswell of support for Nazism in Thuringia, and was targeted at
the racial theorist Hans F. K. Günther, who was appointed to a chair at
Jena. Iltis, Hertz and Zollschan rallied to denounce Günther as unsci-
entific and politically dangerous. Indeed, Iltis foresaw the ominous
possibilities of extermination policies, realizing that anthropologists
were guilty of supporting genocide under colonialism. As such, he
rejected the notion of the degenerative effects of racial interbreeding as
a political falsehood.

Opposing Nazi Race Theory

The post-Versailles era witnessed strenuous efforts by German aca-
demics, with the support of the Department of Culture at the German
Foreign Ministry, to overcome the international boycott of German
science. German academics like Eugen Fischer (director of the Kaiser
Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology from its inception in 1927) and
Fritz Lenz were supportive of ethnic German minorities, who found
themselves amalgamated into the new nation-states of East-Central
Europe after 1918. Fischer found notable support among Central Euro-
pean racial nationalists. For example, the Hungarian anthropologist
Lajos Méhely (1862–1953) contributed the article “Blut und Rasse”
(Blood and Race) to Eugen Fischer’s 1934 Festschrift. Whereas the
Hungarian press praised Hertz’s work in crushing race theory on 9
December 1933, Méhely countered by condemning Hertz as an envi-
ronmentalist “fanatic.”49
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By the early 1930s, the broad consensus on eugenics was undergo-
ing political reconfiguration in response to mounting political extrem-
ism. In the Soviet Union, Stalin suppressed research into eugenics and
genetics. The papal encyclical Casti Connubii (On Christian Marriage)
came out in opposition to eugenics, as part of the larger condemnation
of abortion and birth control. A new solidarity took root among scien-
tific critics of race theory; here Hertz, Iltis and Zollschan, all directly
affected by Nazi popularity, took a courageous lead.

From 1933, German anthropologists intensified their efforts to
exercise influence in Central Europe. The dissident anthropologist
Karl Saller (1902–1969), an opponent of Nordic racism, was purged
for questioning Nazi race doctrine, and the Frankfurt-based Jewish
anthropologist, Franz Weidenreich (1873–1948), was forced to emi-
grate. After the Austrian Anschluss, the anthropologist Josef Weninger
(1886–1959) was required to relinquish his post.50 The NSDAP and
the German Foreign Office competed to exert control over the interna-
tional profile of German race theory, and key figures like Eugen Fischer
and the psychiatrist Ernst Rüdin (1874–1952) readily complied. The
Deutsche Kongress Zentrale (German Congress Directorate) intensi-
fied its controls, briefing racial scientists on how to project Germany’s
image abroad at major conferences.51 The Seventh International Con-
gress of Genetics held in Edinburgh in 1939 condemned both Stalinist
and Nazi interference with genetics.52

Between 1931 and 1942, Central and Southeast Europeans, invited
as academic guests, dominated the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of Anthro-
pology. These included: László Aport (1942), Mihály Malán (1936),
Lajos Csík (1940), and Miklós Fehér from Hungary; Nikolaus Ilkow
(1942) from Bulgaria; Franjo Ivanicek (1941) from Croatia; and Witold
Sylwanowicz (1937) and C. R. Czapnik (1942) from Poland; other vis-
itors included Marius Sulicǎ (1942) from Romania; and Božo Škerlj
(1932) from Yugoslavia.53 These academics represented voices of sup-
port for the increasing German interest in racial surveys in Eastern
Europe. The scene was set for racial transplantations, deportations, and
the genocide of the Generalplan Ost. 

The menace of Nazism forced liberal geneticists to make common
cause with Lamarckians like Zollschan. In 1933, the Prague Academy
of Sciences established a commission on race. Zollschan and Boas had
mooted the idea of a research institute on racial problems in 1926; and
after 1933 they intensified their efforts for an international committee
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against racial prejudice.54 In August 1933, Zollschan drew up memo-
randa on the necessity of taking a position on scientific anti-Semitism.
He suggested the convocation of a Society for Anthropology and Soci-
ology of the Jews, which was to survey and monitor academic opinion.
A university institute, or an organization like the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, would act as the scientific sponsor.55

Iltis’s critique of Nazi race theory as unscientific grew out of his
commitment to Mendelism, in sharp contrast to Zollschan’s commit-
ment to Lamarckism. Between the two there was also a distinction in
tactics and religious outlook. In his work against the unscientific basis
of racial science, Zollschan established national committees at the
Academy of Sciences in Prague and Vienna, in London, under the aus-
pices of the Royal Anthropological Society and Royal Society, and
through Franz Boas in the United States. He hoped that an internation-
al panel would conduct an inquiry into race and evaluate the basis for
racial theories.56

Iltis attacked the “poison gas” ideas of Nazi racial purity in Der
Mythus von Blut und Rasse (The Myth of Blood and Race), published
in Vienna in 1936. In his writings, which appealed directly to Viennese
public opinion, he called for popular mobilization against racism. He
targeted academic anthropologists as a core group of Nazi supporters,
not least because German anthropologists believed that Czechs could
be Germanized.57 For example, Iltis represented the Czechoslovakian
League against Anti-Semitism at an international congress held in Paris
in 1937.58 Similarly, Zollschan gained the support of Czech political
leaders, particularly the philosophically inclined Czechoslovak presi-
dent Tomáš G. Masaryk; while the foreign minister and later president,
Edvard Beneš (1884–1948), lobbied the supine League of Nations.
Support grew for the Ligue Internationale Contre l’Antisémitisme
(LICA), which included Masaryk, Beneš, and Albert Einstein as mem-
bers of its Committee of Honour.59

Both Iltis and Zollschan hoped that the anti-eugenic Catholic Church
could also become an ally against Nazi racism. Some German Catholic
theologians were in favor of eugenics, such as Hermann Muckermann
(1877–1962), the co-founder of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthro-
pology in Berlin. The condemnation of eugenics in the papal encycli-
cal Casti Connubii gave rise to the hope, largely unrealistic as it turned
out, that the church would take a firm stand against Nazi race ideology
and policies. Zollschan approached Cardinal Theodor Innitzer (1875–
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1955), the Archbishop of Vienna, and Iltis approvingly cited Cardinal
Faulhaber’s writings against Aryan race theory. At the very least, they
hoped to expose the activities of anti-Semitic pastors such as Pater
(Wilhelm) Schmidt (1868–1954) in Vienna.60 In pursuing this goal,
Zollschan had two private audiences with Pope Pius XI in 1934 and
1935.61

Zollschan’s campaign against Nazi racism led him to adopt the view
that the Jews constituted a cultural group rather than a race, which
caused him substantially to moderate his own scientific position. He
increasingly focused on cultural arguments, and found common ground
with Hertz’s pioneering critique of Social Darwinism. Zollschan’s
Lamarckism meant that biology and culture were fluid categories. Yet
with this volte-face he did not completely renounce his earlier ideas
about the Jewish race; he updated them in the light of Boas’s theories
and developments in modern social science.62

Hertz and Zollschan were more sympathetic to Lamarckism than to
Mendelian notions of population genetics. By way of contrast, Julian
Huxley (1887–1975), who represented the public face of British biolo-
gy in the 1930s, disapproved on scientific grounds of Zollschan’s cita-
tion of the environmentalist “engramme theory” advocated by the
German biologist Richard W. Semon (1859–1918). By the late 1930s,
Hertz, Iltis and Zollschan condemned Nazi racism, while simultane-
ously retaining ideas about population and inheritance as their special
preserve. 

Zollschan hoped that leading anthropologists would unite under the
auspices of the League of Nations to condemn Nazi racism as unscien-
tific. In 1933, Zollschan gained the support of Masaryk and, in 1936,
worked alongside Beneš at the League of Nations in Geneva, organiz-
ing a petition signed by Freud and Masaryk among many others.63 The
large number of German and Austrian intellectuals in Prague during
the 1930s (including Hertz, who moved to Prague in 1938) resulted 
in a strident opposition to race theory. Heinrich Mann (1871–1950),
Arthur Holitscher (1869–1941), Lion Feuchtwanger (1884–1958), Max
Brod (1884–1968), and Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi (1894–1972)
published the pamphlet Gegen die Phrase vom jüdischen Schädling
(Against the Phrase ‘Jewish Parasite’).64 Zollschan organized expert
groups of anthropologists at the Royal Society and the Royal Anthro-
pological Institute in 1934. This was strategically important because of
an international anthropological and ethnological conference held in
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London in 1934 and at the French Société d’Anthropologie in 1937.
By joining forces with the environmentalist anthropologist Boas at
Columbia University, Zollschan reinforced an international coalition
of notable intellectuals, anthropologists and scientists against the
destruction, both intrinsic and imminent, in Nazi race theory.65 As a
result, committees were established in Prague and in Vienna (under the
Viennese dental anatomist Harry Sicher) in 1937.66

Iltis targeted academic anthropologists as key Nazi supporters. The
International Federation of Eugenics Organizations planned to meet in
1938 at the Baltic resort of Parnu in Estonia, when the issue of resisting
Nazi eugenics arose. Against this, Eugen Fischer and the German bio-
logical anthropologist Otmar Freiherr von Verschuer (1896–1969)
enjoyed the backing of the Nazi propaganda machinery and exercised
rising influence among other rightward-leaning Central European
eugenicists. 

By the mid-1930s, Czechoslovakia was in the vanguard of opposi-
tion to Nazi race theory. This is exemplified by Hertz’s settling in 1938
in Prague, where there was already a community of anti-Nazi intellec-
tuals. Partly due to their anti-fascism, Hertz, Iltis and Zollschan experi-
enced an intellectual renaissance from the mid-1930s.67 Their alertness
to the pernicious effects of racial science afforded them status at a time
when liberal intellectuals belatedly realized the need for a common
front against biological racialism. This episode came at the end of pro-
tracted efforts to modernize eugenics, discarding its imperialist racial
hierarchies and adapting it to the nascent welfare state, while disasso-
ciating it from Nazi racism as a bogus and socially pernicious pseudo-
science. For them, Nazi racial science simply had no valid intellectual
credentials.68 This laid the groundwork for a possible rapprochement
with Zollschan’s idea of an international scientific coalition. 

During the war a group of Czech and Allied anti-racial thinkers
coalesced around Zollschan. Moreover, the emigration of Iltis to the
United States in 1939 meant that he was able to develop contacts with
liberal-minded geneticists like L.C. Dunn (1893–1974). A strident crit-
ic of the Ku Klux Klan, Iltis once again found that he faced racism on
his doorstep.69 His characteristic response was to plan the founding of
an Institute for the Study of the Problems of the Human Races.70
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Conclusions

Eugenics was a politically contested scientific field in Central Europe,
raising issues of ethnic and national identity, political legitimacy, and
social justice. Hertz, Zollschan and Iltis were prescient critics of Aryan
racial theories and racial hygiene. They correct the views currently
dominant in the scholarly literature that there was no substantive oppo-
sition to German racial hygiene. Far from racial hygiene coming to
Austria, Czechoslovakia, and elsewhere in Central and Southeast
Europe only in the wake of the Nazi occupations, these three thinkers
engaged with early signs of racial ideologies. They formed networks
linking Vienna with Bohemia and Moravia, and these crystallized into
an international scientific front against scientific racism. In short, these
Central European scientists were early opponents of racism and its
stranglehold on German hygiene.

Yet, in recent years, the tendency has been to remember Hertz as a
social scientist in exile, Iltis as Mendel’s biographer, and Zollschan as
a Zionist eugenicist. But the work of all three in organizing interna-
tional criticism of Nazi race theory merits recognition. As race became
increasingly identified with the specter of National Socialism, the
alternative aspirations of eugenics among anti-Nazi experts on human
biology should not be forgotten.
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“Moses als Eugeniker”? 

The Reception of Eugenic Ideas in Jewish

Medical Circles in Interwar Poland

Kamila Uzarczyk

On account of eugenics being associated with Nazi racial policy, until
recently there has been little discussion of Jewish eugenics. There is no
doubt that eugenics, effectively a value judgment about the worth of
human beings, has racist connotations. However, its evaluation solely
in the context of the Nazi experience disregards the enormous popular-
ity of eugenic ideas that related to social life, and the diversity of the
international eugenic movement in the interwar period. The movement
was not an ideological monolith, and the solutions to social problems
postulated by the advocates of eugenic ideas were attractive for many
societies aiming at the biological regeneration of the population. His-
torical sources reveal that the concept of a distinctive Jewish race, and
the program to eliminate “unfit” elements of Jewish society, did receive
backing from Jewish medical circles during the interwar period. 

Zionism and the Concept of Jewish Eugenics

In its heyday, eugenics was enthusiastically endorsed by advocates of
the Zionist movement, which, as Raphael Falk has noted, evolved
from a similar intellectual background, and had analogous goals, to the
eugenic movement: “Whereas eugenics aspired to redeem the human
species by forcing it to face the realities of its biological nature, Zionism
aspired to redeem the the people by forcing it to face the realities of its
biological existence.”1 In Zionist circles, it was emphasized that the
preservation of the biological and cultural distinctiveness of the Jews
living in diaspora would be much more advantageous for humanity than
their assimilation into a foreign milieu. According to the Jewish
anthropologist Arthur Ruppin (1876–1944): 



The Jews have not only preserved their great natural gifts, but through
a long process of selection these gifts strengthened. The result is that,
in the Jew of today, we have what is in some respects a particularly
valuable human type. Other nations may have other points of superior-
ity, but in respect to intellectual gifts the Jews can scarcely be sur-
passed by any nation. For this fact alone the Jews may well claim their
right to a separate existence and resist any attempt to absorb them.2

Advocates of eugenics warned that the assimilation process was bring-
ing about the adoption of negative cultural patterns, which, in turn,
might affect the wholesome condition of the Jews. Intermarriages and
late marriages, birth control as well as alcohol abuse and venereal dis-
eases, previously occurring sporadically among the Jews, were viewed
as indicators of the inevitable decline of the Jewish race. One of the
zealous supporters of Jewish eugenics, Zewi Parnass, wrote: 

During the historical evolution of the Jewish race, capability to
maintain racial features found its expression in separatist tendencies,
that is, in the whole range of regulations that organized everyday life
of single individuals and the nation, and distinguished them from the
surrounding people. The Jews, living as a diaspora, maintained symbi-
otic relations with local people, while keeping enough distance to pre-
vent any changes in racial texture, and to preserve the mechanism of
racial selection unchanged.3

According to Parnass, this specific form of existence, a state of vita
latens, was a favorable condition for survival, “just as it can be noticed
in some species of plants, which do not get rooted deep in the ground
but thrive on what they can find near the surface; hence they can move
from place to place.”4 Similarly, argued Parnass, the Jews have always
been engaged in trade, an occupation that involved frequent wanderings.
This made it more difficult for Jews to settle down and integrate in dif-
ferent cultures, a condition which prevented the loss of traditional values.
Thus, in Jewish eugenic circles, cultural assimilation of the Jews was
seen as a process endangering national identity, and as a dysgenic factor.

The dysgenic effects of assimilation also attracted the attention of
eugenicists from countries with a considerable influx of immigrants
and from those with numerous ethnic minorities. However, in interwar
Poland, despite the ethnic mix and diversity of national minorities, the
question of racial purity, from a eugenic point of view, was an issue 
of secondary importance. The political preferences of a majority of
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eugenicists in Poland, recruited from liberal and left-wing circles, were
reflected in their attitude towards race. Nevertheless, the dysgenic effect
of assimilation troubled the nationalist anthropologist Karol Stoja-
nowski (1895–1947). In 1927, Stojanowski noted: “writing about sub-
stitution processes, which transform the quality of the nation, we can-
not ignore the assimilation processes. Is assimilation, from the eugenic
point of view, beneficial for the nation? If positive elements are con-
cerned, yes. It would be advisable to Polonize the German element and
to consider the possible assimilation of the Russian one, but the Jewish
must be seen as undesirable.”5 Stojanowski feared that assimilation
would gradually pave the way for the Jewish political and socioeco-
nomic domination of state life. He was convinced that: 

maintaining close cultural relationship within the Jewry would com-
pletely paralyze Polish national life. Besides, we should keep in mind
that the Jewish population is not such a tremendous asset as has been
generally assumed. There is no doubt that, as a result of advanced
medical care enabling even the weak to survive, Jewish military recruits
are the worst. Moreover, it should be noted that their intellectual supe-
riority is, to a large extent, a legend built on the self-advertising of this,
a more cunning than skilled, nation. To sum up: assimilation of the Jews
is eugenically unadvisable. They must either emigrate or limit their
birthrate and die out.6 

For the Jews living in the diaspora, the symbol of  national rebirth and
the undisturbed development of national life was Palestine, the country
that “played an important role in the development of the specific char-
acter of the Jewish race and society, and as such should become the
cradle of the renaissance of the racial and social life of the Jews.”7

Returning to the Land of the Fathers (as Palestine was referred to in
Zionist writings) was perceived as a “huge eugenic revolution in the
life of the nation,”8 provided that future settlers embodied eugenic cri-
teria. Parnass proposed that an Office for National Eugenics in
Palestine (Urząd dla Eugeniki Narodowej w Palestynie) would be in
charge of selecting candidates for emigration to Palestine, and only
those who, from the eugenic point of view, received positive health
certificates would be entitled to cross the borders. Immigration law
should exclude “idiots, epileptics, the mentally defective and the men-
tally ill, those unable to support themselves and their families, those
suffering from infectious diseases and diseases making it impossible to
work, prostitutes, anarchists and all others posing a threat to law and
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order, or who are a burden on society.” Parnass proposed that those who
do not contribute to national wealth should not be allowed to enter the
country. The new social organization in Palestine should be based on
hygienic rules and, in order to neutralize the harmful influence of city
life, Parnass suggested the creation of “garden cities.”9

Immigration to Palestine obviously demanded sufficient “human
resources,” so it is not surprising that Zionist-oriented supporters of
Jewish eugenics were equally concerned about what they called the
“neo-Malthusian epidemic.” “Among those Jews who assimilated into
a strange milieu,” warned Parnass, “the tendency to limit the number
of children causes the Jewish population to die out. While it is true that
progress in medicine and decline in death-rates of the newborn make this
process slower, it is also undeniable that keeping alive weak individuals
will result in a worse biological constitution of the population and bring
about an inevitable decline of the quality of the race and an increase in
death-rates.”10 Since Jewish assimilation was more advanced in Western
Europe, the implementation of eugenic policies with particular emphasis
on anti neo-Malthusian campaign was a task of primary importance.11

According to contemporary authors, Eastern Jews maintained a rel-
atively high birthrate as compared to their Western counterparts.
Moreover, their obedience to the Law made them less prone to danger-
ous addictions and sexually transmitted diseases. Therefore, the main
task of Jewish eugenics in Poland was not the adoption of an anti-neo-
Malthusian campaign, but the reform of the health-care system, with
particular reference to the health of mother and child, the reservoir of
racial forces for future generations. Some physicians even argued that,
from a eugenic perspective, it would be advisable to instruct the poor in
birth control methods. Not only would it directly improve the living
standard of families, but it would also result in the higher “eugenic
quality” of future generations.12

Although individual eugenic programs for Eastern and Western
European Jews differed slightly, the goal was the same: the biological
regeneration of the Jewish nation to ensure its survival in the Social
Darwinist struggle for existence. To strengthen the “vital forces” of the
nation, Parnass insisted on the validity of the selection process: 

Society, through its direction of individual selection, affects the
evolution of the race. Stronger societies, stronger numerically or in
terms of their social structure, given the same conditions of the envi-
ronment, will triumph over the less fit. Thus, society has an impact on

286 “Blood and Homeland”



the internal and external struggle for existence of the race and the direc-
tion of its evolution. (…) The influence of the racial elements in socie-
ty is even more important. Race provides a biological substratum for
society. (…) Social development and the survival of society depend 
on racial texture, racial species, or the mixture of races that form the
society.13

In the early 1920s, Darwinian rhetoric was widely accepted within
medical circles and a discussion about race also ensued among eugeni-
cally inclined members of the Jewish medical community in Poland.
Social Darwinism, as Michel Foucault printed out, had become “the
way to translate political discourse into biological language, not only
the way to disguise political discourse in a scientific cover, but the
way to understanding colonialism, wars, criminality, mental disorders,
and so on.”14 Besides, Social Darwinism, assuming the existence of a
spontaneous generation of races and their capability to adapt under
environmental influences, undermined the thesis common in classical
racist theories relating to immanent and unchangeable racial features.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Jewish racial status became
a matter of heated discussion among anthropologists.15 Many scientif-
ic authorities argued that Jews, during the course of their history, had
“absorbed blood” through intermarriages, and therefore could not be
seen as racially pure, but rather as a mixture of races. Yet, for diaspora
Jews, the Social Darwinist approach was an argument in favor of their
biological, and not only cultural, and religious entity. Visible differ-
ences between Jewish and indigenous people in various countries were
seen as a result of their biological composition, and as a proof that the
Jews constituted a separate racial group. “The Jews,” wrote Parnass,
“as the group stemming from the same ancestry and distinguished by
similar reactions to environmental influences, form a biological entity
which continues to prevail through giving birth to offspring, one that
bears the same racial features, which, via heredity, have been passed
from generation to generation.”16 Consequently, according to Jewish
eugenicists, the Jews, as a biologically distinct group, required their
own eugenic program. Some sought to prove that, in fact, they had
already found such a program in the Bible and the Talmud. 
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“Moses als Eugeniker”

Due to the lack of eugenic legislation, an irrevocable element of eugenic
social instruction was the strict obedience to traditional religious regu-
lations, which, as contemporary authors pointed out, were largely simi-
lar to eugenic ideas. Thus Parnass noted: 

Our religious regulations indicate that hygiene, and particularly
race hygiene, is what we were aiming for in social life. Let us revive
old rules in accordance with the spirit of the past; revive them, and we
will get the solution to all problems, solutions which are an ideal for
the European eugenicists. They dream of the time when the necessity
of race hygiene will be so deeply rooted in social consciousness that it
becomes a kind of social religion. We have had this religion for a long
time; it arose in the Jewish tradition in Palestine. (…). The whole leg-
islation of Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmud, in the chapters relating
to national and racial life, forms the greatest book of eugenic laws.17

According to the rabbi Max Reichler (1885–1957), observation of
these old instructions, enforced by religious sanction, determined the
survival of the Jewish nation against the “onslaughts of time, when
others, numerically and politically stronger, succumbed.”18 Therefore
the history of the Jewish nation was perceived as “a eugenic experience
on a large scale,”19 and Moses as the first to implement the eugenic
ideal. As the dermatologist Hans von Pezold (1870–?) observed in
1932: “Only a hero with extraordinary willpower, (such as Moses)
could, during forty years of exile save the nation from degeneration—
the result of centuries of subjugation—and train it militarily and edu-
cate it morally so that it became so advanced in hygienic standards
that, despite all storms and defeats, it was able to preserve its forces,
conquer and settle in its own vital space (Lebensraum), and build a
strong state.”20

For enthusiastic supporters of eugenics, the social hygiene legislation
introduced by Moses—comprising both hygiene instructions in the
narrow sense and social legislation, including a ban on work on the
seventh day of the week—had explicit eugenic meaning. Yet more
than anything else, what made Moses the “father of eugenics” was 
his concept of sexual hygiene (Geschlechtshygiene) and race hygiene
(Rassenhygiene), both with the goal of producing “valuable” offspring
in terms of quality and quantity. Pezold gave an indication as to how
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this goal was to be achieved: Talmudic instructions relating to the pro-
hibition of marriages with epileptics and lepers, as well as the banning
of castration and deviant sexual intercourse, were to be observed.
Sexual offences were to be severely punished, including capital pun-
ishment. It was stressed that Moses had recommended early marriages,
in some cases even polygamy, while opposing marriages where the age
difference between spouses was pronounced. Prostitution and adultery
were stigmatized to the extent that the person found guilty was stoned to
death. Severe limitations on sexual life and circumcision were designed
to protect against venereal diseases. According to Pezold, Moses was
also the first to enact measures against venereal diseases. And finally,
in order to maintain the purity of the race, intermarriages with non-
Jewish people were strictly forbidden.21

Contemporary advocates of eugenics acknowledged the signifi-
cance of the eugenic legislation contained in the Bible and the Talmud.
“The core of Talmudic hygiene,” stated Gerson Lewin (1868–?), “is
cleanliness in both its literal physical, and spiritual, meaning. The first
was to serve health protection (...), the second eugenic purposes.”22

While the congruity between Jewish tradition and eugenics is a debat-
ed issue, it is indisputable that, at the start of the twentieth century, the
proponents of Jewish eugenics sought to find evidence of eugenic
thinking in traditional teaching.23 The concept of Jewish endogamy—
the intra-Jewish concern with biological lineage and instructions about
sexual life—served as a classic example of eugenic consciousness. 

Jewish Eugenics in Interwar Poland

In interwar Poland, enthusiasts of Jewish eugenics came together in the
Section for Social Hygiene and Eugenics (Sekcja Higieny Spolecznej 
i Eugeniki), formed within the Society for the Health Protection of 
the Jewish Community in Poland (Towarzystwo Ochrony Zdrowia
Ludnos′ci Z

.
ydowskiej w Polsce—TOZ). The Society was founded in

1918 in Warsaw as an initiative launched by a group of physicians and
social workers; Gerson Lewin was appointed its first president. It was
only later, in 1923, that the Polish Ministry of the Interior recognized
its statute and the Society was officially registered; yet it received little
financial aid from the Polish government and was financed, in the main,
by Jewish foundations from abroad as well as local Jewish communi-
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ties. The Polish authorities only supported the campaign against tuber-
culosis and ringworm of the scalp, as well as programs promoting
mother and child health care.24 While the founders of the Society
admitted that the enforcement of public health was the task of the state,
they also stressed that, in order to improve the health conditions of 
the Jews in Poland, it was necessary to raise awareness of dangers to
health and persuade every individual of the necessity to follow eugenic
precepts in private life. 

The goal of the TOZ was “the transformation of physical fitness
and the biological value of the Jewish masses in Poland”25 through a
campaign against sexually transmitted diseases, social diseases (such
as tuberculosis), mother and child health care, job counseling, and a
hygiene campaign. The implementation of preventive measures seems
to have been of the highest importance, which is indicative of the inter-
relation between eugenics and social hygiene in the Jewish interpreta-
tion of the eugenic ideal in Poland. Unlike the German racial hygienist
Alfred Ploetz (1860–1940), who stressed that “whereas social hygiene
aims for the substantial development of social institutions, the goal of
race hygiene is to maintain and even strengthen egoism, as it is advan-
tageous for the individuals in their struggle for existence,”26 Jewish
eugenicists in Poland sought to combine both. Parnass interpreted
Social Darwinism in accordance with the organic concept of society
developed by Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919), whose ideal was the harmo-
nious coexistence of different elements of society, selected according to
eugenic criteria.27 “Who would doubt,” wrote Parnass, “that, although
single individuals of the particular race remain mutually in loose rela-
tionship, they depend on each other just as the single cells of the organ-
ism do.”28 In consequence, certain social actions could be justified.
However, eugenic selection and the elimination of undesirable individ-
uals remained an option. 

The practice of Jewish eugenics in interwar Poland conformed to
the so-called Latin model, which did not entirely abandon the Lamar-
ckian theory of the inheritance of acquired characteristics and there-
fore limited its purview to an essentially moderate program of preven-
tive and positive eugenics. This did not mean, however, that there were
no proponents of restrictive and radical measures, comprising prohibi-
tive marriage legislation and sterilization laws, but the legal system in
interwar Poland did not allow for the introduction of such measures.
Although the Polish Eugenic Society (Polskie Towarzystwo Eugeniczne)
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launched a campaign for the implementation of eugenic enactment—in
1935 the draft legislation was submitted to the Health State Council
for further scrutiny—the project was rejected and never came into
effect. 

Negative eugenics was mostly advocated by those physicians who
favored Mendelian genetics and genetic determinism. Supporters of
Jewish eugenics in interwar Poland sought to implement a program of
genetic research that aimed to identify and establish the rules of inheri-
tance as regards positive and negative characteristics; and to evaluate
the impact of environmental factors on the biological and psychologi-
cal constitution of Jews. An anthropological study of the racial features
of the “healthy Jew” in Poland was also on the agenda.29 By compar-
ing Polish Jews with the non-Jewish population, physicians identified
distinct biological features in Jews, including lower body mass index;
on average lower fertility (particularly in large cities); lower death-rates
in the working classes (despite poor living standards); racially condi-
tioned immunity to tuberculosis; and less frequent occurrences of
syphilis and dangerous addictions, including, most notably, alcoholism.30

On the other hand, physicians warned that diabetes and illnesses relat-
ing to the nervous system were twice as high among Jews compared to
other nationalities.31 A commonly shared view was that Jews constitut-
ed a unique psychological type. According to one author, “Different
living standards, religion and jobs performed by the Jews played a role
in the process of shaping distinctive national psychological features.
Persecution and hard living conditions eliminated weak members of
the population. Only stronger individuals (those who did not fear to
belong to the group that throughout the centuries played the role of a
scapegoat) were accepted through conversion. In terms of psychology,
the Jews constitute a unique type and it would be most appropriate to
say that they constitute a psychological race.”32

According to contemporary authors specific racial features of the
Jews manifested in characteristic facial and bodily features. Physical
appearance was seen as a reflection of inner qualities. Thus, Jewish
facial composition was the “expression of the soul,” or “an emblem of
the ceaseless wanderings and countless agonies.”33 Similarly, corporal
structure indicated susceptibility to certain mental illnesses. As one
physician argued, the theory of relations between physical type and
predilection to specific mental disorders, developed by the German
psychiatrist Ernst Kretschmer (1888–1964), provided a tool with
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which to characterize nations. In order to describe national character
scientifically, it was necessary to define the biological composition of
individuals and identify mental disorders that occurred most frequent-
ly.34 One view common among Jewish physicians was that the Jews
were particularly vulnerable to schizophrenia and manic-depressive
psychosis (psychosis judaica), which, in turn, suggested the common-
ality of leptosomatic and physical types; the athletic body build, which,
according to Kretschmer, was prone to epilepsy, was considered to be
rare among the Jewish population. These findings could potentially be
used to prove the “higher” eugenic value of Jews. According to the
physician I. Kantner, the typical biological constitution of Jews
explained the low crime rate in Jewish communities—yet another phe-
nomenon perceived to be biologically determined. According to the
view at the time, patients suffering from schizophrenia and manic-
depressive psychosis were less likely to commit crimes (in only 5 per
cent and 3.5 per cent of cases, respectively), whereas the epilepsy-suf-
fering athletic type was to be found among criminals relatively fre-
quently.35 Another indicator of the eugenic value of the Jewish race was
the rare occurrence of diseases commonly associated with “racial poi-
sons.” According to available medical statistics, the Jews, particularly
those living in Eastern Europe, suffered less than non-Jews from psy-
chosis in the course of syphilis (0.17 per cent and 5 per cent respec-
tively), and were also less likely to develop alcoholism (5.4 per cent
and 12 per cent, respectively).36 Because there was no clear scientific
explanation for these differences, most authors accepted convenient
theories that asserted a distinct biological nature and religious ortho-
doxy for Jews, both of which reduced the likelihood of deviance. 

Furthermore, a relatively high index of illnesses afflicting the nerv-
ous system, particularly schizophrenia, raised understandable concern
in medical circles. Again, the reasons were unclear and, more often
than not, physicians agreed that the condition was the result of envi-
ronmental and hereditary influences. “The high frequency of mental
disorders in Jews,” wrote Parnass, “is a result of their constant struggle
for existence. (…) A stressful lifestyle, which lacks harmony, causes
nervous breakdowns and results in a frightening number of mental ill-
nesses and neuroses. A predilection for diseases of the nervous system
is of a hereditary character; therefore, we must focus our efforts on
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measures that stop the possibility of the transmission of these evils via
heredity. Thus, the only solution is sterilization of less valuable indi-
viduals.”37 The psychiatrist R. Becker expressed a similar view: 

there is something specific in the living conditions of the Jewish
population in Poland, as well as the structure of their nervous system,
which makes them particularly prone to highly endogenous diseases.
The spread of schizophrenia shows how important it is to fight it. It
should be treated as one of the most important issues, from a social
medicine and racial-eugenic point of view. Because Jewish people suf-
fer mostly from hereditary psychoses, it would be advisable to elimi-
nate handicapped and sick elements through the control of the repro-
duction of hereditarily burdened individuals. The chronic mentally ill
and the mentally handicapped, as well as sufferers from severe epilepsy,
alcoholics and drug addicts should not be married, so as to prevent
births of hereditarily burdened offspring. Marriage should also be for-
bidden for disabled individuals, including the deaf and the blind, as
well as sexual deviants such as sadists, masochists and homosexuals.38

It was assumed that people suffering from epilepsy posed a particular
threat, because they were inclined to criminality and because they
were “individuals with a particularly strong sexual drive and, as such,
were capable of producing offspring which become a burden on socie-
ty.”39 Despite the fact that it was already known that epilepsy could be
caused by physical injuries, some physicians nevertheless called for
measures to control the sexual activity of this group. In 1928, the psy-
chiatrist Zygmunt Bychowski (1865–?) stated: “Unfortunately we still
lack eugenic marriage legislation. Some German and American towns
have already introduced compulsory health certificates for those who
plan to get married. In our legislation this issue has not been tackled
yet. But it is beyond question that epileptics should be subject to very
strict control and we should not allow them to be married.”40

A similar attitude was adopted regarding diabetes, a disease which
occurred in the better-off classes of Jewish communities and one which
caused a death-rate six times higher than in non-Jewish nationalities.
Whereas most authors agreed on the importance of environmental eti-
ology, with diet and stressful lifestyle as the primary causes of endo-
crine system disorders, some also emphasized the role of heredity in
the transmission of diabetes. “Therefore all those suspected as heredi-
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tarily burdened,” noted internist L. Szyfman, “should undergo eugenic
counseling to prevent marriages between those who are already ill, and
this includes individuals that do not as yet display clinical symptoms
but might be hereditarily burdened.”41

Under the system of law in Poland, the introduction of marriage
regulations on health grounds—not to mention negative eugenic meas-
ures—was considered pium desiderium. Supporters of eugenics hoped,
however, that an efficiently directed campaign would gradually trans-
form social attitudes towards eugenic ideas, and that obedience to the
eugenic ideals would become something of an inner imperative with
an almost religious meaning. “In the course of time,” insisted Parnass,
“each incurably ill patient will voluntarily undergo sterilization. And
those that oppose it will be stigmatized by public opinion as social out-
casts who dared to contradict nationally sacred values.”42

The transformation of the social attitudes of Polish Jews was a
pressing issue precisely because state intervention and the implemen-
tation of eugenic legislation were unlikely to occur in the near future.
Parnass insisted that Europe follow the American example: “I cannot
predict when the Europeans will follow the Americans and adopt race
hygiene measures. It will take decades to introduce a race hygiene pol-
icy in Europe, particularly in Eastern Europe, where the majority of
Jewish stock lives. We cannot wait so long.”43 Interestingly, one of the
advocates of Jewish eugenics, neurologist Henryk Higier (1866–1942),
praised German racial hygiene legislation as late as 1938, particularly
the law of 14 July 1933 (Gesetz zur Verhuetung erbkranken Nach-
wuchses), which attempted to prevent the birth of hereditarily bur-
dened offspring. “The Germans,” wrote Higier, “pay little attention to
environmental influences and stress hereditary factors as the source of
diseases. Therefore, according to German law, it is legitimate to steril-
ize some individuals if medical knowledge and experience justify the
prediction that their offspring will suffer from severe physical and psy-
chological disorders.”44

294 “Blood and Homeland”



Conclusions

In interwar Europe the destructive potential of the eugenic ideal was
rarely discussed. Eugenics was considered a branch of science that
provided explanations for social regress through the principles of
genetics. The biological view of man, as a source of national wealth
and power, justified eugenic notions about the need to shape social
structure. Indeed, as Raphael Falk remarks: “While in the first half of
the century Zionist ideology was very much grounded in the anthropo-
logical notions of Darwinism which became increasingly eugenically
oriented, these sentiments were formally replaced by a withdrawal
from any eugenic or biologically racist thought after the experiences of
the Nazi era.”45 Only the impending mass extermination of the Euro-
pean Jewry, justified by Nazi ideology on the grounds that Jews were
“degenerate” elements of the human species, highlighted the dangers
hidden behind demands for the elimination of a section of humanity in
order to improve the “genetic stock” of future generations.
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Eugenics and Catholicism 

in Interwar Austria

Monika Löscher

Since the end of the nineteenth century, various proposals for the genetic
betterment of human beings have been posited. These plans were not
designed solely in Nazi Germany, but represented a worldwide trend.
Eugenics, or “racial hygiene” as it was referred to in German-speaking
Europe, was simultaneously a scientific and a political program, and
was shaped by the interaction of science, politics and the interest of 
the general public. It was not only the political Right that elaborated
eugenic proposals; all interwar movements across the political spec-
trum were influenced by this new science, although they developed
different approaches. Protestant countries such as the US, some can-
tons of Switzerland, and Scandinavia, for example, all opted for “sur-
gical solution”1 (including sterilization laws); however, eugenic move-
ments also existed in Catholic countries, and were developed on the
basis of social concerns for the “hereditarily healthy” (erbgesunden)
and the reversal of social degeneration. The Fédération Internationale
Latine des Societés d’Eugénique, founded in Mexico in 1935, repre-
sented leading eugenicists from the Catholic countries of southern
Europe and South America. According to Stefan Kühl, the work of the
federation was not simply undertaken against Nazi race policy, but rather
against the wider negative impact of Anglo-American eugenics. Kühl
also states that the federation was closely connected to the Catholic
Church.2 Moreover, Nancy Leys Stepan suggests that Latin Hispanic
eugenicists were in fact liberals and anti-clericals.3

The aim of this chapter is to examine the relationship between
Catholicism and eugenics in interwar Austria. Unfortunately, a system-
atic analysis of Catholic eugenics in Austria, focusing on the interac-
tion between science, Catholicism, politics and society, is still lacking.
I shall therefore distinguish between the “official” church and its



teachings (including encyclicals and pastoral letters) and the “Catholic
milieu,” which accepted the authority of the Catholic Church, but also
expressed independent opinions. One important point is worth remem-
bering: the ideas surveyed were not simply accepted by the Catholic
Church; nor did all Catholics in Austria think in the same way. The
demands of the German theologians, Joseph Mayer (1886–1967) and
Hermann Muckermann (1877–1962), for instance, who argued in favor
of eugenic sterilization, were certainly not representative of the major-
ity of views within the Catholic Church, despite the fact that their work
was widely read in interwar Austria.  

The main contention of this chapter is that the Catholic Church had
no genuine interest in eugenics, in part because most eugenic demands
conflicted with the ideas about sexual morality and natural justice pre-
scribed by Catholicism. However, the very existence of the traditional
Catholic family was seen to be in danger, and therefore eugenics was
advocated as a means to return to and retain Catholic values. Although
the Catholic Church rejected sterilization, as well as abortion, there
was no real criticism of eugenics. Thus eugenics, particularly the crite-
ria of “superiority” and “inferiority” upon which it was based, was not
officially condemned.4 Some eugenic claims were condemned, such as
the prescription of conscious “human breeding,” but eugenic thinking
on a general level was accepted. According to the Catholic understand-
ing of eugenics, therefore, the principle of employability (Arbeitsfähig-
keit)—that is, to value people by means of their capacity to work—and
the diagnosis of degeneration (Entartung) were accepted as irrefutable
arguments. Moreover, a number of characteristics in the discourse
playing a role in völkisch eugenics were also important for the “Catholic
milieu,” including, most notably, the fear of a “dying nation” caused
by the declining birthrate, the depiction of sexually transmitted dis-
eases, and alcoholism as the “gravedigger” of society. 

In interwar Austria, eugenics was shaped by particular political and
social circumstances. Each milieu, and each political camp, formed its
own conception about eugenics. Catholic eugenics attempted to refash-
ion sexual morality as a “better form of eugenics” by justifying its claim
on the basis of natural science. 
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The “Catholic Milieu” in Interwar Austria

In the First Austrian Republic, Catholicism constituted a defensive ide-
ology against modernity, reflected in the anti-revolutionary and anti-
Enlightenment spirit of the Catholic Church.5 Although the percentage
of Catholics dropped between 1910 and 1934 from 93.7 per cent to
90.5 per cent, Austria was considered a Catholic country. In Vienna,
during the same period, the number of Catholics dropped from 87 per
cent to 79 per cent.6 In the capital, only 10 per cent of all Catholics
attended Holy Mass; however, in the countryside the figure was between
80 per cent and 90 per cent.7 According to Ernst Hanisch, being bap-
tized and confirmed, attending Catholic ceremonies, and receiving a
Catholic funeral were all typical characteristics of Milieukatholizismus
(Catholic milieu).8

I do not use the expression “Catholic milieu” in the same way as
Hanisch, because his definition seems too general in this context.
Instead, when discussing eugenics in the “Catholic milieu,” I refer to
those efforts directed at saving at least sections of society from the
troubles of modernity through the construction of a compact religious
subculture.9 This “Catholic milieu” was shaped by its own ways of
thinking and living (Denk- und Lebensreform), in addition to its organ-
ized structures, symbols, images, and language.10 Similar to socialists,
Catholics harbored the same desire to create a system controlling all
aspects of life. Moreover, this “Catholic milieu” was forged by a net-
work of parties, clubs and associations, such as the Christian Social Party
(Christlichsoziale Partei) and Catholic Action (Katholische Aktion), the
main lay organization of the Catholic Church.11

Catholicism and the Natural Sciences 

Referring to Germany, Michael Schwartz has suggested that the pro-
eugenic engagement in the confessional milieu reflected an open-minded
attitude towards modernity and the natural sciences.12 But what was
the precise nature of the relationship between Catholicism and the nat-
ural sciences? Tensions resulted from different value systems, as evi-
denced by the controversy arising from Charles Darwin’s theory of
descent during the second half of the nineteenth century. Yet what influ-
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ences shaped discussions inside the Catholic Church about eugenics as
an applied science?13

Catholic resistance to modernity reached its peak during the pontif-
icate of Pope Pius IX (1792–1878), with the issuing of the circulars
Quanta Cura and Syllabus errorum (both in 1864) that condemned
modernism. His successor, Pope Pius X (1835–1914), also fought against
modernism, and in the 1907 Pascendi encyclical denounced the new
rationalistic tendencies in the exegesis of the Bible and the history of
dogma. In 1910, Pius X released the Anti-modernism Oath, taken by
priests and theologians, which was abolished by Pope Paul VI (1897–
1978) only in 1967.14

Debates over the interactions between modernity and Catholicism
focused on the relationship between the church and government on the
one hand, and ecclesiastic authorities on the other. Besides, several
moral and theological questions, such as “truth and history, experience
and reflection, subjectivity and objectivity, ecclesial practice and theo-
logical theories” were stressed. This debate was not simply about mod-
ern, critical methods of theology, but also about finding a way to com-
bine the new language of natural science with traditional Catholic
understandings of the world.15 A few questions need to be raised: Were
there clandestine modernists in the Catholic Church during the 1920s
and 1930s? How far can those theologians that supported eugenics be
considered modernists? None of these questions has been sufficiently
answered to date. 

A simple dichotomy between “modern” and “anti-modern,” or “pro-
gressive” and “un-progressive” with regard to the modern discourses
of sexuality in biology, pedagogy, medicine and demography is not
sufficient. Thus it is difficult to call these people “progressive,” or
“liberal,” because their demands were in many cases much more
repressive than that of the Catholic tradition.16 How can we explain
the “backwardness” of Catholic eugenics, which constantly reacted 
to a modernist discourse but did not act? Has Catholic eugenics been
transmitted as a “better,” thus “modern,” form of the well-known
Catholic sexual doctrine and morality? 
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The Public Understanding of Science

Eugenicists had interacted with the general public since the beginning
of the twentieth century, when eugenics was defined as a political and
scientific program. Eugenicists saw their subject as an applied science,
and the public as a potential field for eugenic practice. For some time,
the popularization of science was perceived as a linear process of pro-
viding information in simple language direct to the public; thus the
relationship between science and society was understood as one-dimen-
sional.17 The relationship between science and the public is now
understood as various processes of interaction and negotiation, in
which value systems and politics influence the understanding of the
world. In this sense, the popularization of eugenics is about much
more than just the transfer of knowledge. But in the interwar period it
also involved an apprehension about the existence, maintenance, and
position of the dominant class or elite, alongside a belief in the social
regulation regarding the offspring of the underclasses and marginal
groups. 

In order to understand the implementation of eugenics and the nature
of the popularization of science in the “Catholic milieu,” it is necessary
to explore the forms of communication, the language used, and partic-
ularly the role of religious metaphors in elucidating the “new science.”
Ulrike Felt argued that, at the turn of the twentieth century, journalists
in Vienna used quasi-religious language in their articles on science
because this was the language people readily understood.18 If we con-
sider the publications of Catholic eugenicists, it is evident that the
authors used language directly appropriated from discourses on moral-
ity and ethics. Catholic values were equated with the values of eugeni-
cists. 

In the “Catholic milieu,” the catalogue of eugenic measures was
reduced to a moral appeal to rationality. In this context, abortion, ster-
ilization and family planning were seen as morally unacceptable. En-
lightenment and the education of the coming generation according to
eugenic principles (eugenischen Verantwortung für das kommende Ge-
schlecht) were limited by the Catholic Church’s perception of morality
(Sittlicheit). 
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The Encyclical of Pius XI: “On Christian Marriage”

Although individual theologians have commented on eugenics in
Germany and Austria since the first decade of the twentieth century, an
official statement on eugenics issued by the church hierarchy only
came in 1930. The papal encyclical Casti Connubii (On Christian
Marriage) condemned the control or regulation of human reproduction,
but, at the same time, it accepted basic eugenic ideas. “On Christian
Marriage”—obligatory reading for all Catholics—signified a turning
point in the discourse about eugenics and was received differently in
Germany and Austria. In Germany, the papal encyclical constrained
the work of Joseph Mayer and Hermann Muckermann, who had argued
in favor of sterilization during the 1920s. In Austria, the encyclical
marked the beginning of a discussion on eugenics within wider
Catholic circles. “On Christian Marriage” can also be seen as an
expression of the trend prevalent at the time, in which eugenic ideas
were used to propagate ideas about Catholic sexual morality. The
Hungarian theologian Tihamér Tóth (1889–1939) declared that posi-
tive eugenics constituted “the best apposite apologia for the entire sex
education conducted by the church.”19

The authoritarian doctrine introduced by the papal encyclical indi-
cated a categorical acceptance of eugenic ideas. Pope Pius XI, and par-
ticularly his advisers, the Jesuits Franz Hürth and Arthur Vermeersch,
explained that the “giving of beneficial advice for the realization of a
strong and healthy offspring is not against healthy rationality.”20 They
favored some positive eugenic measures with respect to education and
marriage counseling. However, eugenic measures were rejected at the
point of contradiction with the integrity of the body; therefore, the
encyclical totally condemned sterilization and abortion. Even voluntary
sterilization was rejected because no one “had the right to dispose of
human abilities, organs and body parts.”21 The main argument against
“negative eugenic” measures was the doctrine of natural law (Natur-
recht). Pope Pius XI later declared, during an audience with members
of an international medical congress in Rome in 1935, that the prohibi-
tion of sterilization resulted from concerns for humanity rather than from
religious doctrine. Natural law stressed that human action should not
be restricted: the privilege of a happy family could not be enforced by
eugenics.22
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Eugenic Sterilization and the Various Interpretations 

of the Papal Encyclical

Initially there were two versions of “On Christian Marriage.” Both texts
had been approved by the pope, but differed slightly in their concep-
tion of sterilization as a possible punishment for criminals.23 The Latin
text was originally released in the organ of the Holy See (Acta Apos-
tolicae Sedis)24, while the German version was published with a Latin
translation. The original Latin text condemned all forms of steriliza-
tion. Indeed, Pope Pius XI did not even agree to sterilization as a form
of punishment for criminals. However, this point was not clear in the
German version and the question remained unsolved in German-speak-
ing countries.

The German theologian Joseph Mayer had intended to raise the
issue of eugenic sterilization prior to the release of the encyclical,
“because it has not yet been proved that government-enforced sterili-
zation is bad and against natural law.”25 After the publication of the
encyclical he did not give up the argument for the sterilization of crim-
inals, explicitly pointing out the difference between the two versions
of the encyclical.26 Similarly, Hermann Muckermann considered “ster-
ilization as a punishment for crime and as a prevention of further crimes
by these individuals.” Concerning penal castration, Muckermann believed
that “the encyclical does not pass judgement on whether sterilization 
is a proper punishment for crime; neither does it tackle the issue of a
decline in ‘sexual appetite’.”27

The Papal Encyclical “On Christian Marriage” 

and the “Catholic Milieu”

Although “On Christian Marriage,” or at least parts of it, were pub-
lished and discussed in various Catholic journals and newspapers, 
particularly its ramifications for contraception, eugenics as such was
never properly analyzed. For example, Peter Schmitz (1891–1941), a
member of the Order of the Divine Word in St. Gabriel (near Mödling)
and author of numerous books on marriage and eugenics, made no
mention of eugenics in his 1931 book Die natürliche und übernatürli-
che Heiligkeit der Ehe (The Natural and Supernatural Holiness of Mar-
riage).28 These publications and commentaries released by the dioceses
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for the benefit of the general public (including, most notably, the Kir-
chenblatt and the Wiener Diözesanblatt) did not discuss eugenics in
relation to “On Christian Marriage.”29 Catholic conceptions of morali-
ty and the ideal of the family were communicated without using the
word “eugenics” or “sexual hygiene.” 

Before the Papal Encyclical “On Christian Marriage”

With the introduction of the first sterilization laws in America in the
first decade of the twentieth century, discussion about the “moral per-
missiveness” (sittliche Erlaubtheit) of sterilization started among
moral-theological circles in Austria as well.30 The moral-theologians,
who had been involved in this debate, showed no interest in the sci-
ence of eugenics. Despite accepting eugenic ideas, they did not focus
on basic research and did not develop eugenic measures or communi-
cate eugenic knowledge.31 The reception of eugenic ideas before the
publication of “On Christian Marriage” was visible only in the work of
certain individuals. The case of Johann Ude is illustrative in this sense.

The Case of Johann Ude

Eugenics was particularly considered in moral philosophy circles and
in the life-reform movement (Lebensreform). In 1917, the theologian
and philosopher Johann Ude (1874–1965) founded the Österreichs
Völkerwacht (Austrian People’s Watch League) in Graz. As he claimed,
“the Austrian Völkerwacht promotes racial hygiene and population
policy in the best sense of the word and, therefore, it represents authen-
tic patriotic work.”32 Eugenics was part of a wider program of social
reform and moral regeneration. Though Ude did not advocate steriliza-
tion, he was in favor of certain forms of “negative eugenics,” such as
the detention of prostitutes and the “morally degenerate.”33 Central to
his program was the fight against alcoholism; Ude advocated the foun-
dation of temperance movements. Furthermore, he propagated social
reform and life-reform societies to combat “immorality” (Unsittlich-
keit). 

Yet Ude remained outside the Catholic mainstream. His sermons 
on the dangers of venereal disease, alcoholism, as well as his political
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activities, met with criticism. In 1930, for example, the bishop of
Graz-Seckau, Ferdinand Pawlikowski (1877–1956), forbade students
of theology from attending Ude’s university lectures, and the Catholic
Church banned him from speaking in public.34 In 1934, Ude had been
dismissed from the University of Graz for his political criticism of the
Ständestaat, as the Austrian fascist regime between 1934 and 1938
was known. Initially he had sympathized with National Socialism, and
was a supporter of the plebiscite (Volksabstimmung) after the Anschluss
in March 1938. However, after the November pogrom in 1938 he
changed his views: in a letter addressed to Gauleiter Siegfried Uiber-
reither (1908–1984) he protested against excesses against the Jews.35

As a result, he received a Gaulandesverweis and had to leave Graz. He
lived in a small village in Oberdonau as a pastor and teacher of reli-
gion until his death in 1965.

Medical Catholic Eugenics after “On Christian

Marriage”

The Catholic medical community, which expressed an interest in the
“new science” of eugenics, developed their views relatively late. Some
time after eugenic demands for the sterilization of the “hereditarily
inferior”—and after theological circles warned of the “death of the
nation” (Volkstod) and constructed the image of an ideal family—
Catholics in the fields of natural science and medicine organized them-
selves into associations devoted to propagating eugenic ideas. This
happened after the publication of the papal encyclical in 1930. Within
medical circles this form of Catholic eugenics not only indicated the
defense and condemnation of eugenics based on the idea of selection,
but simultaneously sanctioned a Catholic version of eugenics. As a
result, two Catholic medical associations were founded: the St Lukas
Gilde (St. Lucas Guild) and the Vereinigung christlich-deutscher Ärzte
(Association of Christian German Doctors), which together endeav-
ored to disseminate eugenic ideas to a broader Catholic audience.36

The Association of Christian German Doctors had more economic
interests, but inserted eugenic demands into their “Guidelines for
Cultural-Political Tasks.” Conversely, the “Lucasians” understood the
transfer of knowledge about eugenics to be one of their primary tasks.
These organizations worked together closely, which can be observed
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by looking at members of both associations. Even though the member-
ship of the St Lucas Guild was smaller than that of the Association of
Christian German Doctors, their activities were under close surveil-
lance by the National Socialists. This was on account of their interpre-
tation of eugenics, which was in significant contrast to the ideology of
Erb- und Rassenflege (hereditary and racial care) advocated by the
Nazis.

St Lucas Guild

This association of Catholic physicians was founded in 1932 in Vienna.
Its aim was “to defend our [medical] profession against immoral prin-
ciples, the rise of an un-Godly and wrong eugenics, against un-Catholic
thinking in medical-ethical questions.”37 Members of the St Lucas
Guild understood Catholic eugenics as an educational program, in
which medical doctors should act as mediators and guardians of both
“public health” and “hereditary health” (Erbgesundheit). Their health-
care and political agenda was eugenicist in nature and the Guild was
the most determined association within the Austrian Catholic environ-
ment propagating and adopting eugenic ideas. Besides scientific lectures,
the St Lucas Guild offered courses on heredity and eugenics for those
training as priests and for those working in the field of social welfare.

Did the members of the St Lucas Guild consider themselves to be a
loyal Catholic group, or did they aim to realize their own eugenic pro-
gram in the face of the church’s hostility? To understand the activity of
the St Lucas Guild it is important to mention its members’ common
ground and what bound them together. Was it Catholicism, or was it
their middle-class origin and professional background? The St Lucas
Guild was composed of about 80 members, most of whom practiced in
Vienna. Its membership was more heterogeneous than expected: in
addition to Catholic members of Jewish background and conservative
Catholics, there were members of the NSDAP at a time when it was
legally prohibited in Austria (1933–1938). 

These Catholic medical eugenicists generally believed in the fol-
lowing principles: 1) the hereditary condition of mental, as well as
venereal diseases and alcoholism; 2) that alcohol and an “excessively
active sexual life” would damage the genetic makeup of the communi-
ty and result in criminality, mental disease and “moral feebleminded-
ness” (moralischen Schwachsinn); and 3) that the differential birthrate
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between social classes (the lower classes were considered to have more
children than the racially “worthy”) posed the greatest threat to heredi-
tary health (Erbgesundheit). Finally, the St Lucas Guild combined a
form of hereditary medicalism with an economic emphasis on cost-
benefit calculations. 

Therefore, the main task of the St Lucas Guild was the propagation
of a hereditary (erbbiologisch) Catholic sexual morality. Catholic ideas
of morality were strongly advocated, along with Catholic values con-
cerning celibacy before marriage and matrimonial fidelity. According
to Peter Schmitz: “Real eugenics without high moral values is not pos-
sible over time. Modern humanity, and above all sexuality, must be
rooted in moral values (Sittlichkeit). Nearly all eugenicists preach
Sittlichkeit.”38 Consequently, one of the most important eugenic activi-
ties undertaken by the St Lucas Guild was marriage counseling.

The Marriage Counseling Centre in Vienna

Catholic eugenicists were fascinated by the possibility of a moral rever-
sal in society through individual self-control. Negative eugenic meas-
ures would not be necessary in the near future on account of this vol-
untary control. Sterilizations, as well as any prohibitions on marriage,
were anathema to most Catholics, so eugenic marriage counseling
seemed to be a modest instrument for the relatively pain-free integra-
tion of eugenics into the “Catholic milieu.” Furthermore, Catholics
intended their marriage counseling centre to detain the secular trend of
sexual counseling and birth prevention. Since June 1922 the so-called
Gesundundheitliche Beratungsstelle für Ehewerber had existed in
“Red Vienna,” which was organized by the municipal health office.39

Over the years it had expanded to cover the task of sexual counseling
as well. This resulted in keen protests from Catholic middle-class cir-
cles and, after the battles of the brief civil war in February 1934, the
marriage counseling centre was closed. It reopened in June 1935,
although now under different premises: there was a co-operation with
the Mutterschutzwerk der Vaterländischen Front, which would cover
social questions, and with the Josefswerk, which was founded in 1909
as Hilfsverein für christliche Ehen (Association for Christian Mar-
riages).40 This association had as its main focus marriage law and spir-
itual guidance. The director of the marriage centre was now Albert
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Niedermeyer (1886–1957), a gynecologist who had emigrated from
Germany because he refused to participate in the implementation of
the sterilization law.41 He was a self-proclaimed “advocate of Chris-
tian eugenics” and a member of the St Lucas Guild.42

Catholic Eugenics and the Ständestaat

The evolution of Catholic eugenics in Austria can be divided into two
parts: before and after the promulgation of the papal encyclical “On
Christian Marriage.” Before the papal encyclical, eugenics was reduced
to a moral-theological discussion about the permissiveness of some
eugenic measures such as sterilization and birth control. After the pub-
lication of “On Christian Marriage,” Catholic doctors argued that there
was no antithesis between eugenics and Catholicism. This form of
Catholic eugenics became visible during the Ständestaat, mainly because
alternative interpretations of eugenics were repressed by the new
regime. Nevertheless, the Ständestaat did not support the variant of
Catholic eugenics advocated by the St Lucas Guild. As a result, sup-
port for the regime was limited both financially and politically. The
Ständestaat was concerned more with its political program than with
eugenics. There was no place for eugenics, or for plans of “genetic 
betterment.” The focus of attention thus turned to the principle of
Catholicism, and topics such as sexuality and “breeding” were margin-
alized.  

International Catholic Eugenics

In 1936, the largest gathering of Catholic eugenicists took place in the
form of the Second International Congress of Catholic Physicians in
Vienna, with over five hundred doctors participating in the meeting.
The main themes of the session were “Medical Care in the Missions”
and “Eugenics and Sterilization.”43 Vienna’s Cardinal Theodor Innitzer
(1878–1955), and the Austrian federal minister of social administration
Josef Dobretsberger (1903–1970), presided over the meeting.44 The
Congress was opened with the following words: “The main theme of
your counseling [eugenics and sterilization] has an outstanding mean-
ing; the entire world has to show interest and has to listen attentively.
The blessing or the banes of all nations depend on the solution to the
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big question that you have put in your program. It is you that are most
qualified to work out a solution: Along with the church, you condemn
every form of eugenics, which is against natural law and divine, Catholic
imperatives.”45

One of the main speakers, the head of the Catholic University in
Milan, Agostino Gemelli (1878–1959), underlined the aim and pur-
pose of this event: “The Pope expects us doctors to show him that the
Catholic Church has not acted amiss when she condemned some eugenic
trends. We shall propagate the doctrine among people as contained in
the encyclical ‘On Christian Marriage’.”46 Participants from Belgium,
Germany, England, France, Holland, Italy, Poland, Switzerland, Spain,
Hungary and Austria all agreed on the following: 1) The medical pro-
fession should reject sterilization as a method by which to eradicate
the threat of hereditary disease; 2) Catholic physicians were warned of
the “slippery slope” from eugenics to euthanasia; 3) Eugenic and penal
castration were rejected outright, with the exception of castration in
the cases of “psychopathic sex criminals”; 4) Positive eugenic methods
should be reaffirmed, including the creation of Catholic counseling
centers; and, finally, 5) the participants called for international co-
operation by all Catholic medical associations in order to discuss the
question of eugenics and genetics.47

“…On Slippery Slopes…” From Eugenics to Euthanasia

The question here is whether Catholic eugenicists were generally
aware of the “slippery slope”48 connecting eugenics with euthanasia,
and whether one could have understood some of the aspects of this
relationship from the dispute between Albert Niedermeyer and Julius
Wagner-Jauregg (1857–1944), the latter a psychiatrist and president of
the Österreichischer Bund für Volksaufartung und Erbkunde (Austrian
League for Racial Regeneration and Heredity), who demanded eugenic
sterilization.49 In contrast, Niedermeyer was one of the Catholic eugeni-
cists in Austria warning that negative eugenics would result in euthana-
sia. He had made his views public in the article “Betrachtungen über
die Frage der Vernichtung ‘lebensunwerten’ Lebens” (Considerations
about the Destruction of Life ‘Unworthy of Living’), which appeared
in the Allgemeine Deutsche Hebammen Zeitung in 1928.50 Nieder-
meyer saw an intimate connection between sterilization, abortion, 
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and the killing of the so-called “inferiors” (Minderwertige). Shortly
before Niedermeyer’s appointment as head of the communal marriage
centre in Vienna, Julius Wagner-Jauregg criticized his conception of
eugenics in general, and marriage counseling in particular. In 1935,
Wagner-Jauregg published an article on eugenics in the January issue of
the Wiener klinischen Wochenschrift, in which he demanded steriliza-
tion.51 Niedermeyer countered by invoking the “slippery slope” argu-
ment: it would not be possible to prevent compulsory sterilization after
the introduction of voluntary sterilization.52 However, members of the
St Lucas Guild did not share his ideas. As Niedermeyer remarked, the
majority of them were “fascinated by the ideology of a selective
eugenics, as represented by Muckermann. They saw in my resistance
against sterilization nothing more than an exaggerated Catholic point
of view; it was said that I wanted to be more Catholic than the
pope.”53

Conclusions

The 1930 papal encyclical Casti Connubii condemned “negative eugen-
ics” but was not opposed to “positive eugenics.” Reducing eugenics to
a catalogue of measures for eugenic enlightenment and the responsibil-
ity of promoting the “hereditary health” of society was therefore char-
acteristic of Catholic eugenics. These measures converged with the 
traditional Christian emphasis on morality and Sittlichkeit. Moreover,
the idea of self-control was attractive to Catholic eugenicists. In their
view, negative eugenics would not be necessary if voluntary self-con-
trol were to succeed. Eugenic marriage counseling was seen as a way
to avoid sterilization and restrictions on marriage, while simultaneous-
ly integrating eugenics into the “Catholic milieu.” Positive eugenics,
including increasing the birthrate of the biologically “worthy,” and
social eugenic instruction, was seen as likely to be accepted by the
large “Catholic milieu,” including both the Catholic hierarchy and the-
ologians. 

Catholic eugenicists demanded a moral reformation of society in
the name of eugenic responsibility, the sacredness (Gottbezogenheit)
of marriage and sexual life, Christian morality, and the ideal of a
Christian family. Catholic eugenics more or less added up to present-
ing the well-known Catholic ethics of sexuality as the “better eugen-
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ics”—now with the legitimating of natural science. As one contributor
to the Catholic journal L’Osservatore Romano proclaimed in 1933: 
“If someone lives an authentic Christian life, legislative measures 
for eugenic aims are not needed. The support of Catholic morality is
enough to eliminate the harshest of hereditary burdens: hereditary
syphilis will disappear due to the absolute prohibition of intercourse
outside of Christian marriage, and hereditary alcoholism because of
the prohibition of drunkenness and immoderateness.”54
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From Welfare to Selection:

Vienna’s Public Health Office and the

Implementation of Racial Hygiene Policies

under the Nazi Regime*

Herwig Czech

Eugenics had been always characterized by a discrepancy between the
utopian character of its ambitions and the actual possibilities for the
realization of its projects. This was to change when National Socialism
came to power in Germany. The phantasm of a “national body” (Volks-
körper), which would be racially homogeneous (rassenrein) and free
from hereditary pathologies (erbgesund), was one of the key elements
of Nazi ideology and politics. 

The consequences of this ideology are well known: tens of thou-
sands of inmates in German psychiatric institutions were murdered in
the course of several “euthanasia” campaigns; around 400,000 persons
were subject to forced sterilization between 1933 and 1945. The whole
health-care system was radically restructured in order to impose the
systematic discrimination of individuals according to their “worth” for
the Volksgemeinschaft. Entrusted with the double competence of med-
ical science and public authority, the “public health offices” (Gesund-
heitsämter) of the German Reich assumed a leading role of this major
project of population policy. Unlike the health organizations of the
NSDAP, only the public health administration possessed the structural
requisites to put into practice the politics of racial hygiene with the
desired efficiency and on a broad scale. The basis for this was the 1934
“Law for the Standardization of Health Care” (Gesetz zur Vereinheitli-
chung des Gesundheitswesens). Germany obtained thereby, and for the
first time, a unified, centrally regulated system of public health offices
and specialist doctors (Amtsärzte), which were endowed with numer-
ous competencies. Racial hygiene, institutionalized under the label
“hereditary and racial care” (Erb- und Rassenpflege), became a field of
high priority for the health authorities. In this fashion, an effective
instrument of bio-politics was created by the Nazi regime, allowing for



the permanent and comprehensive medical policing of the whole popu-
lation.1

In this chapter I shall provide an overview of the implementation of
racial hygiene policies in Vienna, particularly between 1938 and 1940.
In this short period, significant structural changes took place in the
sphere of health care, before the war increasingly limited the scope for
further change. The Department for Hereditary and Racial Care
(Abteilung Erb- und Rassenpflege), founded in October 1938, played a
key role in the implementation of racial hygiene policies in Vienna’s
health-care system. Furthermore, it also served as the city’s central
agency in regard to racial measures relating to Jews, Roma, Sinti and
others.2

Following the Anschluss in March 1938, Vienna, thereafter the sec-
ond largest city of the German Reich, attained a special position with
regard to racial policy. One of the largest German-speaking Jewish
communities resided in Vienna, and according to Nazi propaganda, the
city’s population contained a high percentage of biologically “inferior
people”—an assumption based on Vienna’s close proximity to Eastern
and Southeast Europe and the tradition of immigration from these
regions. Unlike the German case, Vienna experienced the rapid imple-
mentation of radical measures in the health-care system during a rela-
tively short period, with the main organizational changes taking place
between 1938 and 1940. In this way, Vienna could soon claim to lead
the way in many areas of Nazi health policies, with public health offices
often playing a decisive role.

Eugenics and Public Health Care before 1938

Upon examination of the rapid, and practically unimpeded, implemen-
tation of Nazi racial hygiene after the annexation of Austria, it becomes
evident that the question of the structural preconditions underpinning
this process must also be studied. Did Nazi health reform really consti-
tute a radical change in the practice of Austrian public health policies,
or did it rather continue tendencies that existed before? Time and again
this question leads to controversies in Austria, often focusing on the
person of Julius Tandler (1869–1936), professor of anatomy at the Uni-
versity of Vienna.3 Until his dismissal by the Austro-fascists in 1934,
Tandler was the Viennese city counselor responsible for the health and
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welfare system. He was one of the central figures associated with the
socio-political reform movement commonly referred to as “Red
Vienna.” Tandler employed eugenic arguments in order to justify his
ideas of a modern social policy; for example, he defined social policy as
the rational management of human capital and differentiated between
productive and unproductive costs. Thus, investment in youth welfare
and health care were considered productive costs par excellence. Un-
productive costs, on the other hand, consisted of public expenditure on
people who could no longer be expected to perform productive tasks.
On several occasions, Tandler warned of the possibility that “minus
variants” or “inferiors” (Minderwertige) could numerically become
dominant, thus having a negative impact on the genetic heritage of
Austrian society. However, he expressed much more reservation when
it came to concrete measures, such as forced sterilization.4

Taking into account not only Tandler’s rhetoric but also the social
reforms implemented under his responsibility, the difference between
his approach and the racial hygienic project associated with National
Socialism becomes clear. The actual implementation of eugenic prin-
ciples in the field of health care and welfare in Vienna before 1934 was
limited to a small number of projects, the most important being the
Office of Marriage Counseling (Eheberatungsstelle), founded in 1922
and directed by Karl Kautsky, Jr. (1892–1978). The institution was
created to advise couples on personal health care and eugenics. Atten-
dance was voluntary. Although the counseling office was celebrated 
as a pioneering project, attendance rates remained low and its success
questionable. It was closed under the clerical Austro-fascist regime,
reopening again in 1935, but this time streamlining its message accord-
ing to Catholic principles.5

Certain eugenic principles were widely accepted by academics and
health-care professionals. The fact that, after 1924, public health offi-
cers were trained in the Department of Hygiene at the University of
Vienna under the supervision of Heinrich Reichel (1876–1943), one of
the most prominent promoters of racial hygiene policies in Austria, is a
prime example of the widespread acceptance of these ideas.6

Regarding public health care for alcoholics, the concern over racial
hygiene played an important role, as evidenced in the writings of Ernst
Gabriel (1899–?), director of Vienna’s sanatorium for alcoholics (Trin-
kerheilstätte), founded in 1922 as part of the largest psychiatric institu-
tion in Vienna, the Steinhof. The sanatorium only admitted men (and a
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small number of women) capable of reproduction, and only those who
had a fair chance of rehabilitation. Hopeless cases remained in standard
psychiatric wards. For those, Gabriel demanded permanent detention
in labor camps so as to relieve the tax burden on the general public.7

A more thorough analysis of the Viennese health-care system between
1918 and 1938 is necessary in order to respond convincingly to the
question of continuity during the periods before and after 1938. In any
case, numerous organizational changes introduced by the Nazis clearly
indicated how limited such continuities were at the institutional level—
after all, the Abteilung Erb- und Rassenpflege was an entirely new body,
with no precedent in public health administration. After its establish-
ment, the principles of racial hygiene could be implemented on a large
scale, as never previously attempted.

The Nazification of the Viennese Health Care System

The psychiatrist and neurologist Otto Reisch (1891–1977) played a
key role in the Nazi reorganization of the Viennese health-care system
after 1938. Reisch was in charge of Vienna’s health and welfare admin-
istration between March 1938 and March 1940. He graduated from
Innsbruck University, where he became a leading member of the then
illegal section of the NSDAP in Tyrol during 1934/1935. On 15 March
1938, Reisch embarked on his Nazi career in Vienna, beginning with
the removal of Jewish or politically undesirable doctors from their
positions, replacing them with NSDAP members.8 The next day, Hitler
ordered all functionaries to take an oath of loyalty to the new regime.
Jews (according to definitions laid down by the Nuremberg Laws)
were excluded from taking the oath, and therefore lost their jobs auto-
matically. 

It is not known precisely how many people lost their jobs in the
Viennese health care system because of the Nazi anti-Semitic policies.
At the University of Vienna, approximately 51 per cent of staff mem-
bers from the Faculty of Medicine were dismissed after 1938. Michael
Hubenstorf estimates that the total number of Viennese physicians was
reduced from 4,900 to 1,700 between March and October 1938, with
perhaps 3,000 physicians escaping abroad.9
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Medicine and the Holocaust

With the progressive exclusion of the Jews from all quarters of public
life, especially given the implementation of an ever more rigid policy
of segregation, corresponding measures were carried out as regards
health care and social welfare. The public health office enforced segre-
gation via a special Public Health Office for Jews (Amtsärztliche Dienst-
stelle für Juden), with the purpose of excluding all Jews from public
health facilities.10 Consequently, Jewish recipients of welfare policies
became increasingly numerous due to a combination of Aryanization
(the confiscation of their wealth and businesses), forced unemploy-
ment, and the emigration of economically active family members. As
Jews were increasingly excluded from public institutions, the Jewish
Community Representation Council was responsible for looking after
them. The Council came close to bankruptcy following increasing
costs—at one point, Adolf Eichmann (1906–1962) eventually had to
contribute funds to keep the council afloat.11 A large proportion of the
Council’s budget was devoted to provision for old people; however,
the available funds were far from being sufficient to help all those in
need. The city of Vienna was directly responsible for overseeing the
removal of the aged from communal nursing homes and assembling
them in preparation for their deportation—a decrepit hostel for the
homeless was used as an “isolation home” (Absonderungsheim) prior
to deportation.12

In July 1940, Max Gundel (1901–1949), the city councilor in charge
of health and welfare, wrote to the mayor, Philipp Wilhelm Jung (1884–
1965), about how to accelerate the deportation of the Viennese Jews.
He had learned that the deportation of 450,000 Jews from the Reich to
Poland was planned. According to his calculations, the Jews were strain-
ing the Viennese welfare budget by more than a million Reichsmark.
Gundel suggested the mayor consult with the Reichsstatthalter and
Gauleiter of Vienna, Baldur von Schirach (1907–1974), in order to
speed up the deportation of the Jews to Poland.13 A few months later,
in October 1940, Schirach presented the same request to Adolf Hitler.
Schirach justified his request with reference to the housing shortage in
Vienna. On 3 December 1940, Schirach received Hitler’s approval for
the deportation of 60,000 Jews from Vienna to Poland. In February
1941, the first deportation trains since the interruption of the Nisko-Aktion
of October 1939, headed to Poland. Within less than three years, approx-
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imately 65,000 people were deported from Vienna. With a few excep-
tions, they all died in Nazi ghettos and extermination camps.14

This example shows how those responsible in the health and wel-
fare systems embraced the anti-Jewish measures; that is, the persecu-
tion and later extermination of the Jewish population. Deportation was
seen as an opportunity to increase the benefits for the non-Jewish popu-
lation, as long as they were classified as “hereditarily healthy” (erbge-
sund) and “worthy of assistance” (förderungswürdig).

The Institutional Prerequisites of Nazi Racial Hygienic

Policy in Vienna

Nazi reform of the health-care system was based on the “Law for the
Standardization of Health Care” (Gesetz zur Vereinheitlichung des
Gesundheitswesens), effective in Austria (Ostmark) as of 1 December
1938. To this day, the law remains the basis for the organization of the
Austrian public health service.15 Since Vienna had a well-developed
system of health care in 1938, the city sought to obtain approbation for
its public health offices (Gesundheitsämter) from the German Ministry
of the Interior. This involved extensive organizational changes. Two
experts from Germany were brought to Vienna in the autumn of 1938;
SS doctors Arend Lang (1909–1981) and Hermann Vellguth (1906–?),
both charged with the specific task of setting up the “hereditary and
racial care” scheme (Erb- und Rassenpflege). During his time in Vienna,
between October 1938 and May 1941, Lang held a predominant posi-
tion in the NSDAP’s Office for Racial Policy (Rassenpolitisches Amt).
In May 1941, he was promoted to a post concerning racial policy at
the Ministry of the Interior.16 Vellguth was in charge of the reorganiza-
tion of the Viennese public health office as a whole from December
1938, but his work also focused on questions of racial hygiene. From
February 1940, Vellguth was the director of Vienna’s main public health
office, and from 1941 he additionally ran the Office for Racial Policy.17

In the two and a half years following the annexation of Austria, Vellguth
oversaw the extension and centralization of the Viennese public health
system, starting with the creation of a public health office in each dis-
trict, directed by a full-time public health officer representing the inter-
ests of the Nazi “health leadership” (Gesundheitsführung). 

Besides the already mentioned Erb- und Rassenpflege, public health
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offices were also responsible for “health protection” (Gesundheits-
schutz) and “health care” (Gesundheitsfürsorge). “Health protection”
corresponded to the classical tasks of the so-called health police (Gesund-
heitspolizei), whose mission was to protect the health of the population
against infectious diseases. However, problems arising during wartime
soon dominated the work of these administrative organs. The struggle
against venereal diseases and tuberculosis resulted in the establishment
of a repressive, police-like apparatus within the framework of the pub-
lic health services.18 In this way, personal liberties were sacrificed for
the sake of the Volksgemeinschaft. 

In the field of health care, high priority was accorded to pregnant
women, toddlers and infants, in line with the regime’s pro-natalist pol-
icy. All benefits arising from the system of health care were conditional
upon the positive evaluation of “hereditary value,” thus reflecting the
dominance of the racial hygiene paradigm.

The pervasiveness of Nazi medical ideology—especially through
the preoccupation with hereditary and racial care—ultimately deter-
mined the direction of the Viennese system of health care, towards sys-
tematic discrimination and the persecution of alleged “inferiors” (Min-
derwertige). A handbook issued specially for the public health service
in 1939 (Der öffentliche Gesundheitsdienst) reflected this trend: “every
measure, undertaken in all areas, must be examined from the point of
view of population policy, hereditary and racial care.”19

The Public Health Office and the “Euthanasia Program”

(“T4”)

Whereas “infant euthanasia” was carried out in facilities provided by
the city, the case of the “T4” program (the deportation and killing of
psychiatric patients at special extermination facilities, codenamed after
the address of its Berlin headquarters at Tiergarten straße 4) was dif-
ferent. Nevertheless, the deportation of thousands of patients from
Vienna’s Steinhof (around 3,200 persons were transported to be killed
in early summer 194020) was made possible by the co-operation of
doctors, nurses and administrators. Erwin Jekelius (1905–1952), direc-
tor of the “death clinic,” Spiegelgrund, played a key role in the selection
of people for the T4 program; he also co-ordinated deportations from
Vienna.21 Jekelius negotiated the financial terms of the extermination
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campaign; the municipal administration was obliged to pay ten Reichs-
marks per person to cover the cost of deportation. The extermination
process itself was financed by the secret “T4” organization, in this case
acting as the Reichsarbeitsgemeinschaft Heil- und Pflegeanstalten
(Reich Working Group on Psychiatric Hospitals).22

The Project of the “Hereditary Inventory”

The most important practical prerequisite for the implementation of
Nazi “hereditary health policy” (Erbgesundheitspolitik) was the cata-
loguing the population according to racial hygiene criteria (erbbiolo-
gische Bestandsaufnahme). The collation of medically and socially
“incriminating” information meant, in practice, the supervision of the
population along bio-political lines. In compiling information for this
inventory, records from numerous institutions were accessed. In
120,000 cases, for example, files were drawn from the archive of the
Steinhof.23 Other sources included police records on around 60,000
mentally disabled persons and “psychopaths,” 40,000 alcoholics, and
60,000 prostitutes. The Youth Welfare Office (Jugendamt) supplied
information on approximately 40,000 “difficult and psychopathic chil-
dren from anti-social families”; and a dermatological clinic provided
information on 8,000 patients with sexually transmitted diseases. The
health authorities were involved in anti-Jewish policies as well: the
Police Passport Agency (Polizei-Passamt) and the NSDAP relayed
information on 6,000 Jews and Jewish Mischlinge.24 This last point
indicates that the health authorities also played a role in anti-Semitic
policies, namely in the enforcement of the so-called “Blood Protection
Law” (Blutschutzgesetz), one of the Nuremberg Laws, as well as in the
anthropological examination and assessment of so-called Mischlinge.

The “hereditary inventory” thus constituted a kind of register of the
Volkskörper. Physical, psychological and social deviations were for-
mulated as medical diagnoses, suggesting a “hereditary burden” (erb-
liche Belastung) of single individuals and entire families. This served
as a basis for systematic discrimination and persecution. Yet hereditary
pathology played only a marginal role in the “inventory,” as actual
hereditary diseases were only rarely recorded. The Nazi authorities
were completely aware of this fact. In 1940, the Interior Ministry of
the German Reich released guidelines on the evaluation of hereditary

324 “Blood and Homeland”



health (Richtlinien zur Beurteilung der Erbgesundheit), which outlined
the socioeconomic components of hereditary and racial health care: “In
the selection according to eugenic criteria, evaluation of personal pro-
ductivity must be of decisive importance.”25 The pathologization of
human existence enabled health authorities in the Third Reich to expand
their interventionist social role beyond all known limits, reflected most
notably in the extensive range of activities undertaken by the Depart-
ment for Hereditary and Racial Care.

The compilation of the “hereditary inventory” required a large num-
ber of personnel. At least seventy people were working on the central
register alone. The register was progressively extended through the
inclusion of new data from reports submitted by public health offices
and other health-care facilities. According to one document, dating from
March 1941—that is, two years after the start date of the project—the
central register contained data on 500,000 persons, then already consti-
tuting one of the most exhaustive hereditary inventories in the Reich.26

The highest peak came in March 1944, with 767,000 persons regis-
tered.27

Systematic registration of the population commenced at birth. In May
1939, a new method for the registration of births, designed according
to principles of racial hygiene, was introduced.28 As of 1 July 1939, all
children born in Vienna were registered in special files,29 with the use
of birth records in the compilation of the “hereditary inventory” from 
1 January 1940.30 On several occasions officials in the Viennese health
administration claimed that they had at their disposal one of the most
extensive hereditary inventories in the Reich. The fragmentary knowl-
edge about the implementation of bio-politics in the Third Reich makes
it difficult to verify this claim; however, in a letter to Heinrich Himm-
ler, Leonardo Conti (1900–1945) emphasized the achievements of the
“hereditary inventory” in the Reich, noting that “ten million individual
files have been compiled by the public health offices, which today con-
tain most of the negative and incriminatory facts on every German.”31

This meant that an average of 12 per cent of the population of the Ger-
man Reich was recorded on the register. Existing research on the “hered-
itary inventory” in different regions of the Reich shows that, with the
registration of approximately 770,000 persons, Vienna was one of the
leading cities in this field. Even if similar numbers were recorded in
other regions, it was exceptional that this work was completed within
such a short time, between 1939 and 1941.32
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Population Policy, Pro-Natalism and “Positive Eugenics”

Traditionally, the propagators of eugenics made a distinction between
“negative” and “positive” measures. Whereas negative eugenics aimed at
the prohibition of reproduction of “inferior” individuals, positive eugen-
ics encouraged the proliferation of those deemed superior (Höherwertige).
In this context, the Nazi regime was primarily interested in measures
that would have a tangible, quantifiable impact on the whole population.

Therefore, the Nazis promoted childbirth on a general level, but
combined this general policy with methods by which to exclude a
minority of “undesirables” from reproduction for reasons of health or
race. As has been suggested, the system of health care played a leading
role in the implementation of policies according to these precepts.

The extension of health care for pregnant women, toddlers and
infants should be viewed against the background of dramatic demo-
graphic developments: between 1937 and 1940, the number of births
rose by a factor of three. In 1937, a total of 10,032 babies were born in
Vienna; in 1938 the figure was 12,645, followed by 28,645 in 1939.
The year 1940 witnessed a peak, with the registration of 30,330 new-
born children. From 1941 onwards the number dropped due to the
intensification of the war.33

This rapid increase in the birthrate was mainly due to the economic
upswing, for after years of depression many postponed marriages now
took place. This did not necessarily reflect an unconditional vote of
confidence in the new regime, as those promoting Nazi health policies
claimed. Nevertheless, this trend clearly indicates a certain level of
public optimism regarding the new political and social conditions of
the Nazi era. Yet even the peak birthrate of 1940 was not sufficient in
the eyes of Nazi technocrats, who frequently wrote about their fear of
racial extinction (Volkstod). They claimed that, in order to avoid this
fate, an “adjusted birthrate” of 21 births per 1,000 inhabitants was nec-
essary.34 “Adjusted” meant taking into account measures that prevent-
ed the birth of “undesirable offspring” by means of forced sterilization,
abortion, the interdiction of certain marriages, and murder.35

The Department for Hereditary and Racial Care had obliged to ensure
that all those defined as “inferior” were excluded from receiving health
care and welfare benefits, which included marital loans, allowances for
children, and a number of other benefits. For example, applications for
marital loans submitted by approximately 43,000 couples in 1938 were
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re-evaluated. Of these, 682 were not only refused the loans, but the
authorities forbade them from being married. The most frequent reasons
for such actions included “feeblemindedness,” “schizophrenia,” and
“infertility” in individual candidates or their families.36 In the case of
adoption or the fostering of children, racial hygienists examined both
children and prospective parents in order to determine their “hereditary
value.” The hereditary inventory was also consulted in assessing appli-
cations for communal housing, in order to exclude those deemed “un-
worthy.” 

The Supervision of Reproduction: “Marital Health” 

and the “Protection of Blood”

The “Law for the Protection of the Hereditary Health of the German
People” (Gesetz zum Schutz der Erbgesundheit des Deutschen Volkes),
also known as the “Marital Health Law” (Ehegesundheitsgesetz), came
into effect in 1935 at the same time as the “Blood Protection Law”
(Blutschutzgesetz), one of the first Nuremberg Laws. Both pieces of
legislation were designed to limit marriages and undesirable sexual
relations. Whereas anti-Semitic and racist thinking informed the “Blood
Protection Law,” the “Marital Health Law” was enforced for eugenic
reasons.37 In the Ostmark the latter came into effect on 1 January 1940,
together with the “Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased
Offspring” (Gesetz zur Verhütung erbkranken Nachwuchses, GzVeN).38

These laws gave jurisdiction to public health offices, in collaboration
with the civil registry offices, over all intended marriages; from this
point forth a special certificate of “medical fitness” (Ehetauglichkeits-
zeugnis) was a prerequisite for marriage. All prospective couples were
then screened according to the information collected in the hereditary
registry. In case of any doubt, couples were required to undergo a med-
ical examination. Certificates were conferred upon prospective couples
if the potential offspring was considered genetically desirable. Legal
impediments to marriage were seen in contagious illnesses (especially
tuberculosis and venereal diseases), mental incapacitation, hereditary
diseases and psychological disorders—all of which were supposed to
pose a threat to the well-being of the Volksgemeinschaft.39

The Public Health Office was additionally responsible for enforc-
ing the prohibition of “mixed marriages” between Jews and people of
“German blood.” In unclear cases, a special anthropological unit with-
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in the Department for Hereditary and Racial Care was asked to draft
an analysis on the “racial qualities” of those concerned.40 These laws
were also used to target gypsies (Roma and Sinti), blacks and others.41

Forced Sterilization and Abortion

On the basis of the “Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased
Offspring,” the Reich health authorities commenced a policy of sterili-
zation against persons allegedly suffering from hereditary diseases.
The following were posited as indicators justifying sterilization: “con-
genital feeblemindedness, schizophrenia, manic-depressive disorders,
hereditary epilepsy, Huntington’s chorea, hereditary blindness or deaf-
ness, severe physical deformations and acute alcoholism.” Revealingly,
the most frequent diagnosis was “feeblemindedness,” a term so impre-
cise that a whole range of “socially undesirable behavior” could be
subsumed under it.

On the basis of the new “hereditary health procedure” (Erbgesund-
heitsverfahren), a key role was assumed by public health officials.
They tracked down people according to the stipulations of the law,
investigated them, and issued reports to the Hereditary Health Courts
(Erbgesundheitsgerichte). As medical assessors for the special courts,
they had direct influence on the hearings. If a legally binding decision
for sterilization was made, public health officials were responsible for
arranging and overseeing the process.42 In 1935, an amendment to 
the sterilization law legalized eugenic abortions in combination with
forced sterilization.43 According to Gisela Bock, between 1934 and
1939 roughly 300,000 individuals were sterilized in Germany. A fur-
ther 60,000 cases of forced sterilization followed during the war.44

When the law was introduced in Austria on 1 January 1940, steri-
lizations had already been limited to those cases that represented an
“extraordinary reproductive danger” (besonders große Fortpflanzungs-
gefahr). Nevertheless, a total of around 1,900 sterilization proceedings
were brought before Viennese courts during the war. However, the
number of sterilizations that were actually carried out remains unknown.45

Wolfgang Neugebauer estimates a total of 6,000 cases of sterilization in
Austria between 1940 and 1945.46
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The Extermination of Handicapped Children

Preparations for the systematic registration and extermination of hand-
icapped children in the German Reich began in the spring of 1939. 
The Office of the Führer (Kanzlei des Führers) created a special cover
organization for this purpose, the Reich Committee for the Scientific
Registration of Serious Hereditary Diseases (Reichsausschuss zur wis-
senschaftlichen Erfassung erb- und anlagebedingter schwerer Leiden).
As with forced sterilizations, public health officers assumed a central
role in what is commonly referred to as “infant euthanasia.” A secret
order of the Reich Ministry of the Interior, issued on 18 August 1939,
laid the foundations for this policy. Midwives and doctors were instruct-
ed to report disabled children to the public health office. Children with
the following ailments were targeted: “idiocy, Down’s syndrome, micro-
cephaly, hydrocephaly and malformations of any kind.” These cases were
then reported to the Reich Committee in Berlin.47 At the same time, the
children were placed in Special Children’s Wards (Kinderfachabteilun-
gen), which were either installed in existing facilities or as separate
institutions. More than thirty of these facilities existed in the Reich.

The Special Children’s Ward in Vienna was established in July 1942
on the premises of the Steinhof. At first, it constituted part of the Viennese
Communal Youth Welfare Institution (Am Spiegelgrund), but later
became an independent institution. Children were observed and exam-
ined and the results were sent to Berlin, where the Reich Committee
would reach a final decision on the course of action in individual cas-
es. When the authorization for killing was received in Vienna, children
were plied with high doses of barbiturates until so weakened that they
died of pneumonia or other infectious diseases. Some children were
used as guinea pigs in lethal experiments; for instance, Elmar Türk
(1907–2000), from the pediatric clinic at the University of Vienna,
tested a vaccine against tuberculosis on children from the unit.48

In Vienna, the public health office and the “infant euthanasia” proj-
ect were closely linked; the first director of the facility, Erwin Jekelius,
was also responsible for the public health office’s psychiatric care
services (Geisteskrankenfürsorge).49 In order to implement the policy
of “infant euthanasia,” an apparatus for the selection and extermina-
tion of “unworthy” (in economic and biological terms) children was
created.50 This policy was intended to become a permanent part of the
city’s youth care system.
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In the years between 1940 and 1945 at least 1,850 infants were
admitted to the Special Children’s Ward. Of these, 789 died, mostly
through poisoning, neglect, hunger and infection.51 The Spiegelgrund
clinic thus constituted a death zone in the centre of an extensive and
elaborate system of public, private and NSDAP-owned welfare institu-
tions, organized on the basis of racial hygiene. Children were observed,
tested, segregated and selected; the “worthy” were separated from the
“unworthy,” the “fit” from the “unfit.” This also remained the case in
institutions taken over by the Party’s welfare organization, the NSV
(Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt). All those unable to comply with
the new criteria—on the basis of “willingness to perform” (Leistungs-
bereitschaft), “hereditary health,” and “racial purity”—were exposed
to measures of eugenic “eradication” (Ausmerze). Disabled or retarded
children were killed in the “euthanasia” unit, while troublemakers
were brutally disciplined in the “reformatory.”52 Children considered
Jewish according to the Nuremberg Laws were caught up in the process
of isolation, deportation and, finally, extermination of the Jewish pop-
ulation.53 This applied to the inmates of public children’s homes as
well, and to foster children taken away from their families.54

Conclusions

What becomes clear from the preceding analysis of Vienna’s Public
Health Office is that, despite the short time-span between the annexa-
tion of Austria and the beginning of the Second World War, the imple-
mentation of the principles of racial hygiene within the institutional
framework of public health and social welfare was extensive and radi-
cal. Although the possibility for new projects was significantly reduced
after 1939, certain key initiatives—exemplified by the hereditary
inventory, sterilization, and infant euthanasia—continued, and were
sometimes even expanded, during wartime. Therefore, it is with good
reason that health officials in Vienna claimed that they took a leading
role in the practical implementation of bio-politics in the German
Reich.
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Fallen Women and Necessary Evils: 

Eugenic Representations of Prostitution 

in Interwar Romania

Maria Bucur

In the opening sequence of the movie An Unforgettable Summer, a
group of Hungarian-speaking prostitutes moon several Romanian offi-
cers, who bypass their usual stop at the brothel for a more “civilized”
night on the town—a ball at the local general’s luxurious residence.
The movie, based on the 1920s novella Salata (The Salad) by Petru
Dimitriu (1924–2002), is a bitter critique of both nationalism and 
the Western civilizing project of the interwar years. The altercation
between the officers and the prostitutes offers a stark metaphor for the
themes of the movie. As the beautiful women flash the officers in the
window of their brothel, the men look on lustfully, while at the same
time cursing the prostitutes, calling them Marxists and “Bela Cur,”
roughly translated as “beautiful ass,” a pun on the name of Béla Kun
(1886–1939), the leader of the 1919 Communist regime in Hungary.
Though intriguing and powerful, the prostitutes fade into the back-
ground of the unfolding narrative, relegated to the margins of the story,
much as they were in the social landscape of interwar Romania. 

Prostitutes figured prominently in the literature of the interwar peri-
od as colorful and sometimes powerful characters.1 They served as
vivid props for modernist authors who critiqued bourgeois mores and
banal lifestyles, but prostitutes were seldom subject to a great deal of
attention in terms of their social and economic position. That is not to
say that the existence of prostitutes was simply tolerated at the margins
of Romanian society. Between 1918 and 1944, several doctors and
social reformers focused on prostitution as a health issue, social prob-
lem, and moral question. Debates about these matters materialized into
a series of proposals that featured prominently in medical journals and
legislative agendas. In interwar Romania, no less than three laws to
regulate prostitution were passed in the span of two decades, an unprece-



dented level of legislative attention to this issue. This chapter investi-
gates the two important positions taken by most participants in the
debate about prostitution: regulation versus abolition. These two posi-
tions were not particularly novel in the larger context of temperance
movements across Europe, but they were certainly new in Romania,
and helped define wider agendas for both public health and social
reformers after the creation of Greater Romania following the First
World War.2 The analysis will focus on the medicalization of the debate
about prostitution, which was a significant shift in relation to previous
debates, as it put doctors and the concern with public health at the cen-
tre of policy making, displacing the heavy focus on the police and law-
enforcement institutions. 

There are few processed sociological data about prostitution in
Romania during the period 1918 to 1944, despite a wide array of
sources ranging from medical to police records. Because, overall, the
policy of the Romanian state was to regulate prostitution, this practice
was better documented than many other enterprises and professions.
However, until a few years ago historians were not particularly inter-
ested in this aspect of Romanian social history.3 Therefore, my discus-
sion will not touch much on prostitution as a phenomenon or on the
experiences of prostitutes themselves. Instead, I shall focus on the legal
and medical wrangling over the definition of prostitution as a social
problem, as well as its proposed solutions. The wealth of publications
on this subject, from debates in the press to legislation and different
specific regulations for public health institutions dealing with venereal
diseases, offers ample evidence that, indeed, prostitution was a matter
of great public interest. By focusing on the various representations of
prostitution as a “problem,” this chapter highlights approaches to the
study of social practices and government policies pertaining to gender.
As in many European countries, prostitution became a matter of public
interest immediately following the First World War. It appeared to both
doctors and military leaders that the number of soldiers who contracted
sexually transmitted diseases grew significantly during the war, prompt-
ing many suddenly to consider prostitution as a matter of grave public-
health concern. It is not clear whether the increase in cases was simply
a reflection of heightened scrutiny by doctors and social reformers, but
there is evidence to suggest that the actual number of individuals who
became carriers of venereal diseases grew over the 1914–1920 period. 

It was in Transylvania that the interest in controlling sexually trans-
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mitted diseases and reforming the legal status of prostitution first
developed after the First World War. A group of doctors around Iuliu
Moldovan (1882–1966), the interim Minister of Health of this region
during the transition from the Hungarian to Romanian administration,
elaborated a law on prostitution reform and a series of proposals that
underlined the danger posed by prostitution to society, as well as the
most appropriate solutions for tackling the issue.4 The intense degree
of interest in venereal diseases expressed by Moldovan is connected
not only to the increased incidence of such problems, but also to his
medical training and experience. Moldovan had studied in Vienna and
concentrated his medical practice on solving the epidemic proportions
of sexually transmitted diseases among the Habsburg troops on the
Eastern front in Galicia. 

At the heart of the proposals formulated by Moldovan and his col-
leagues was the eugenic notion that venereal diseases constituted a
threat to public health and the genetic well-being of society, affecting
individuals who came directly into contact with those infected, as well
as future generations. Focusing on prostitution was part of a much
larger theoretical discussion that suggested—similar to eugenic move-
ments in Germany, the United States, Hungary and France—that the
challenges of the modern age, be they economic, political, or related to
public health, were directly connected to the “biological capital” of a
particular nation, often understood in exclusionary ethnic terms.5 The
movement, led primarily by Moldovan and later at his Institutul de
Igienă Socială (Institute for Social Hygiene), affiliated with the med-
ical school in Cluj, aimed to use eugenic arguments to modernize the
Romanian state and implement preventive measures in the sphere of
public health. This two-pronged approach was at times inconsistent
and riddled by paradoxes. For instance, ethnically Romanian peasants
were perceived as the cornerstone of the nation’s vitality; however, in
the eyes of the proponents of eugenics, they also constituted a section
of the population plagued by some of the most significant genetic defects
such as alcoholism and tuberculosis.6 Likewise, many leading eugeni-
cists recognized that industrialization and urbanization were necessary
as a means of modernization, yet they also sought to curtail the social
costs of these processes. In this complicated and often self-contradictory
interpretation, the Romanian population appeared as the most valued
and simultaneously the most victimized of the ethnic groups inhabiting
Romania.7 And in this often inconsistent view, eugenicists never clari-
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fied why a region like Transylvania, generally wealthier and better
developed in terms of public health services than the rest of Romania,
could at the same time be in great genetic danger at the hands of its
non-Romanian elites—who were in fact largely accountable for that
superior level of development.8

Similar contradictions remained at the heart of the views harbored
by eugenicists regarding gender roles. In general, eugenicists viewed
gender roles as directly linked to biologically determined factors: fem-
ininity and masculinity, for instance, were viewed as innate qualities,
rather than environmental or cultural constructions.9 Healthy men and
women were expected to abide by what eugenicists defined as their
proper role in the family and society, and as parents in the reproductive
chain. Eugenicists defined masculine roles in narrowly normative ways:
“healthy” men were to show both physical (and sexual) prowess and
certain aesthetic features, such as a muscular body, body hair, and even
a certain look of determination in their eyes. Women were generally
viewed as weak and unstable, which also made them more dangerous,
and thus required the protection and oversight of the state (and indi-
rectly men).10 In this convoluted and contradictory view of women,
what is striking is the obvious sexual double standard, the attempt not
only to control women’s sexuality but also to mobilize it for the sake
of the eugenic ideal: increasing the rate of “healthy births.” 

Based on these premises, eugenicists articulated a medical argument
for regulating prostitution, standing in opposition to both those who
advocated its abolition, and those who proposed its regulation on the
basis of moral considerations. According to the views of early eugenic
reformers, the abolition of prostitution was an ineffective tool, even
though it could be viewed as supporting eugenic concerns about elimi-
nating genetically harmful individuals from society. There seems to 
be a clear contradiction between some of the general statements made
by eugenicists regarding public health threats and their position on
prostitution. Many considered crime and immorality (among criminals,
prostitutes were considered an important group) an inborn quality or a
genetic deficiency; it was this deficiency that needed to be eliminated
by discouraging such individuals from reproduction.11 Based on this
consideration, it would be unsurprising to see eugenicists embracing
an abolitionist view: prostitution would have to be eliminated together
with those who practiced and propagated this “genetic illness.” 

Yet a large number of eugenicists were against the abolition of pros-
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titution during the early 1920s, and it is interesting to speculate why
this was so. First of all, many had witnessed the unfolding of the aboli-
tionist-reformist debate during the late nineteenth century, especially
in Britain, and observed its results. Romanian eugenicists were con-
vinced that abolitionism had failed miserably, judging by the spread 
of syphilis and other sexually transmitted diseases following abolition,
not to mention the number of clandestine prostitutes caught by the
police.12 After the First World War, many eugenicists thus took a more
pragmatic view on this issue: to regulate prostitution rather than abol-
ish it would result in its reduced impact on the rest of the population. 

More importantly, such tolerance was connected to the view that
male sexuality was genetically predisposed towards greater aggres-
siveness and activity, which could only be safely satisfied in the realm
of regulated prostitution. This was simply an admission of the age-old
sexual double standard cloaked in medical language. Several doctors
wrote extensively on the innate differences between men and women
with regard to sexual aggressiveness, using arguments that tied specif-
ic sexual behavior to supposedly inborn characteristics. One doctor,
Ovidiu Comşia, stated with certainty that “man’s voluntary abstinence
is morally superior to woman’s voluntary abstinence [because] forced
chastity is felt by man as an organic tragedy.”13 Other proponents of
eugenics were less ready to accept such conjectural connections
between gender, morality and sexuality, and refrained from making
such bold statements in their support for the regulation of prostitution.
Other advocates of regulation accepted the sexual double standard as a
reality too difficult to change. Therefore, prostitution needed to be
addressed according to the confines of male sexual promiscuity: “These
links [between prostitution and family life] are so deeply rooted in
society, that they make [any] radical operation impossible.”14 The
medical reference to a “radical operation” is in fact an allusion to the
ineffectiveness of abolitionism as a solution to the “deeply rooted”
problem of prostitution. 

Eugenicists also stood in opposition to abolitionists on moral grounds;
this included feminists who viewed the regulation of prostitution as a
form of discrimination, one based on the assumption that prostitution
was the sole cause of the spread of venereal disease.15 Eugenicists did
not share most views held by liberal feminists, notably that individuals
should enjoy equal rights and responsibilities. Yet many did agree that
those who had contracted syphilis should be held equally responsible
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for the eugenic danger they posed to society, including the clients of
prostitutes. However, eugenicists used this argument to reframe their
views on regulation and increased state control, rather than push for
abolition. 

Most eugenicists were, in fact, ambivalent towards the view that
prostitutes were irremediably “fallen women.” They tended to view
these women as victims of a cultural, economic, and social predica-
ment that pushed them towards prostitution. Thus, by reversing these
predicaments, prostitutes could be brought back into the social fold, as
potential future mothers and wives—that is, members of the nation.16

Such options were open, however, only to ethnic Romanian women,
because ethnicity far outweighed gender in terms of dysgenic fears. In
other words, eugenicists were generally more concerned with the role
women played as members of an ethnic group, than with the way they
conformed to their normative gender roles. Therefore only the “fallen
women” of one’s own ethnic group could be reintegrated into social
normalcy. This view was a direct outcome of eugenicists’ great interest
in reproduction and in limiting all women to their “natural” destiny of
mother and wife. 

One legislative proposal outlined in 1922 contained some extraor-
dinary claims. Two types of brothel would be recognized as lawful: (1)
state institutions led and controlled by specialist doctors, where women
could register in order to practice prostitution, much like a hospital; and
(2) private boarding houses where prostitutes would be able to practice
individually rather than through the mediation of a madam. Each client
would have to “go through a medical check-up room where he would
be seen by a doctor, and a bath, where he would wash himself, and
only after these operations would he be able to enter the prostitute’s
room. At the exit he would again go through the bathroom and the
medical check-up room, where he would receive prophylactic materi-
als before leaving the establishment.”17 This type of intrusive regula-
tion of individual action was unprecedented in Romania and other
European countries, with the possible exception of army regulations.
What is striking about these proposals, moreover, is the obvious clini-
calization of sexual desire. Visiting a prostitute became akin to visiting
a doctor. And although their actions were strictly controlled as well,
prostitutes were seen to provide a necessary social service. 

This was an unprecedented way of thinking about prostitution when
considering the antithetical arguments proposed by feminists in favor
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of abolition. However, this is not to suggest that eugenicists were sup-
porters of prostitution. Rather, they tolerated prostitution, despite des-
cribing it as a “social plague” or “gangrene.”18 And some were careful
to suggest that prostitution was not “genetically predetermined,” that
is, an inborn characteristic. Some social reformers went so far as to
identify specific social causes underpinning prostitution, placing “social
misery” and economic hardship at the top of the list. Of 188 women
identified by one study, only 19 had become prostitutes out of “curios-
ity” or because “they did not like work.” The rest gave as the root
causes “misery and poverty; family causes; deceit; false pretence; des-
peration”—all suggesting that these women were victims of both cir-
cumstance and social factors.19

The ambivalence towards prostitution as a crime versus a necessary
social service, as well as a moral evil versus a consequence of social
circumstances, led some eugenic reformers to advocate its regulation
in conjunction with education and rehabilitation. The same proposal
that advocated the clinicalization of client-prostitute relations also sup-
ported the move by public health officials to create special hospitals
for women, and workshops for sewing and homemaking industries, such
as cooking and home cleaning, to encourage rehabilitation. Doctors
would send prostitutes diagnosed with venereal diseases to special
hospitals and clinics for treatment. Prostitutes would also be encour-
aged to receive professional training that would enable them to become
economically self-sufficient, thereby signaling an end to their career in
prostitution and their rehabilitation as healthy and productive members
of society.20 This was, to a large extent, wishful thinking, for the employ-
ment offered through government placement agencies did not neces-
sarily guarantee jobs that ensured economic self-sufficiency. Feminist
reformers also encouraged rehabilitation, though not because of the
same concerns for public health as eugenicists. Feminists saw prosti-
tutes as victims of ignorance, abuse, and poverty, whose only chance
to take back their life and become fully integrated in society was to go
through a training program followed by employment in a regular job.
Various feminist organizations, such as the association The Friends of
Young Women (L’Association des Amies de la Jeune Fille), ran train-
ing workshops and schools, as well as placement offices.21

Several reformers proposed more radical measures, such as regulat-
ing women’s wages to ensure their economic livelihood. This was a
position close to the reforms proposed by the most radical feminists in
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Romania, such as Calypso Botez (1880–?) and Elena Meissner (1867–
1940), though for clearly different reasons. Legislation regarding the
minimum wage, especially when it came to women’s work, was not 
an issue that interested most Romanian politicians during the interwar
period. Most politicians, following traditional thinking, believed that
women belonged in the home. Eugenicists generally stood by this posi-
tion as well, but in the case of prostitution they took a more realistic
view, which recognized the economic needs and social well-being of
these women.

Another remarkable feature of this generation of reformers who
proposed the regulation of prostitution was the idea that doctors and
public health officials, rather than the police, were to be in charge of
enforcing the new laws regarding prostitution. In brothels, doctors, not
policemen or madams, would be responsible for ensuring that the threat
posed to public health by prostitutes and their clients was reduced to a
minimum.22 The police would become involved only in cases of non-
compliance by prostitutes and other individuals who did not abide by
the regulations set up by the state. It was up to doctors to call on the
police to intervene.23 The police were to oversee the elimination of
clandestine prostitution by women not officially registered with the
state. By and large, eugenicists demanded the transfer of authority over
the practice of prostitution to public health officials.

During the 1920s, prostitution was regulated to some extent by the
principles posited by eugenicists. However, in reality the Ministry of
Health did not have the resources to set up the “sanitized” brothels
mentioned above, nor did it have enough properly trained doctors to
check on and treat prostitutes and other potential carriers of venereal
diseases. In addition, the projects for training and job placement fell
short of initial expectations because substantial funds could not be gar-
nered from the government or private sources. The activities of femi-
nist reformers in Bucharest remained the most important in this respect,
while in Cluj, the capital of Transylvania, eugenic initiatives proposed
by local public health officials did have an impact. 

In 1930, when Iuliu Moldovan was promoted from important pub-
lic health official in Cluj to minister for public health and social assis-
tance under the National Peasant Party government, a new public health
law was promulgated which featured many eugenicist ideas. However,
as regards prostitution, the law was clear: “Brothels and any establish-
ments or public places where prostitution is practiced by women living
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there or frequenting such places are absolutely forbidden. All such
establishments currently in existence are to be closed. Fines for dis-
obeying these decisions, as well as for those who exploit women and
those that practice prostitution, will be 5,000 to 100,000 lei, and in
case of repeat offences, a prison sentence of up to six months.”24

It appeared that eugenicists had shifted towards an abolitionist stance.
There is not enough published evidence to explain this dramatic volte-
face by a group of reformers who, only eight years earlier, were adamant
supporters of regulation. The law represented a compromise between,
on the one hand, the eugenicists’ concerns for public health and the
spread of genetically debilitating diseases, and, on the other, the morally
conservative outlook of the National Peasant Party government, and
especially of its leader, Iuliu Maniu (1873–1953). Maniu was an aus-
tere person of impeccable moral standing, whose decisive stance on
ethical principles often went against the realpolitik of pragmatic solu-
tions. It could be argued that Maniu simply could not ally himself with
a policy that made legal the immoral practice of prostitution, even if
strictly regulated and for the protection of the wider community.

What happened during the 1930s was a combination of abolition-
ism and the regulation of the trade, regarding prostitutes as individuals
free to practice their profession within the confines of regular medical
check-ups by specialists in venereal diseases.25 Yet this policy must
have appeared unsatisfactory to public health officials for, by 1943, a
new wave of discussions regarding the regulation of prostitution re-
emerged and a new law was passed for the eradication of venereal dis-
eases and the control of prostitution. It is in some ways remarkable
that Romanian legislators found the time and mustered the interest to
focus on this issue in the midst of the debacle of the German-Roman-
ian campaign in the Soviet Union during the Second World War. The
unease about venereal disease was expressed just as unequivocally by
military leaders during the war in other European countries and the
United States of America, due to the perceived threat to the troops by
prostitutes.

The 1943 legislation returned firmly to a regulatory position. Not
only did it define prostitution properly for the first time, as “procuring
material gains from sexual liaisons with different men, like a regular
profession,” but it also shifted the responsibility for regulating prosti-
tution from the institutional to the individual.26 Registering could only
be done “at the request of the woman who declares herself a prosti-
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tute.” Conversely, clandestine prostitutes were to be “forcefully” regis-
tered, that is, made accountable.27 Brothels were made legal again. They
were obliged to abide by certain rules, and they could only accept reg-
istered prostitutes. Therefore, prostitutes themselves were ultimately
responsible for becoming acquainted with the demands of the public
health authorities; however, they could also freely leave the brothel to
practice alone.

This law did not emphasize the notion that prostitutes were “fallen
women” and morally reprehensible. In fact, neither the language of the
law itself, nor the preamble which outlined the necessity of the new
law, contained the kind of derogatory remarks about prostitutes found
in many other such documents, with two exceptions. First of all, the
preamble defined the threat of venereal diseases as a problem that
affected “not only the individual person, but also the very future of the
race through depopulation and degeneration.”28 Which “race” in par-
ticular remains unclear, but viewed in the wider context of the debates
of the time, this is most likely a eugenic argument concerning the need
to increase the powers of the state in matters of public health.

A second similar reference comes much later, with the description
as to who is able to open a brothel and apply for a license to practice
prostitution. Article 51 of the law stipulated that only persons of Roman-
ian nationality could do so.29 This statement can most likely be inter-
preted as meaning persons of Romanian ethnicity, rather than Hunga-
rians, Germans, Jews, or other ethnic minorities. This limitation
reveals the eugenicist preoccupation with ethnic hierarchy and the
classification of the population into “acceptable” and “unacceptable”
categories. Only Romanian prostitutes were acceptable and could be
rehabilitated and forgiven by the rest of society. For prostitutes from
other ethnic groups, rehabilitation and trustworthiness remained ques-
tionable. 

The new law stipulated that the enforcement of these regulations
remained in the hands of public health officials, with the police as a
secondary law enforcement agency. By and large, however, prostitutes
were dependent on doctors for official paperwork certifying that they
could practice their profession legally. Another important aspect of this
law was the punitive measures, which included both hefty fines of up
to half a million lei and a prison sentence of up to five years. Even
harsher punishments were reserved for doctors and police officers who
knowingly misinformed public authorities about the health of prosti-
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tutes and thus allowed the spread of venereal diseases through their
practices. 

Yet this law said nothing about the clients of prostitutes and their
responsibility to protect themselves and their families against venereal
diseases. Nevertheless, two provisions in the law established the possi-
bility of extending punishment to these men. According to Article 13,
two categories of people would serve from three months to two years
in prison, with a corresponding fine of 5,000 to 20,000 lei: “a) any per-
son that had not been seen by a doctor as soon as s/he found out that
s/he had contracted a venereal disease; and b) members of the same
family who live together, if they do not all undertake medical control,
after finding out that one of them had syphilis.”30 Both categories
included all men who frequented brothels and contracted venereal dis-
eases. The jail sentences were serious and so were the fines, yet evi-
dence is not available on how this law was applied to men, rather than
affecting, predominantly, prostitutes.

Another remarkable and entirely new aspect of this law was the
provision which stipulated that managers or owners of brothels were 
to deposit 10 per cent of the earnings of each prostitute into a savings
account, to be later withdrawn by the prostitute herself with the approval
of the public health authorities.31 It is not clear whether this 10 per
cent constituted the total amount of money the prostitute was obliged
to save from her earnings, or whether this amount formed part of an
insurance or pension fund in the eventuality of unfair treatment at the
hands of brothel owners. The inclusion of such a provision suggests
greater concern by the state for the livelihood of prostitutes than before,
and also a desire to protect their financial status. In these respects, too,
the law was unprecedented. 

Although it is difficult to establish lines of continuity between the
interwar eugenic preoccupation with controlling prostitution and the
attitudes prevalent among policy makers after 1945 and later the col-
lapse of Communism, a few interesting remarks can be made in this
respect. After the Second World War prostitution continued to be toler-
ated, but by 1948, when the Communist Party finally gained control
over the state, prostitution was made illegal, as in all other Communist
bloc countries.32 For the remainder of the Communist period, prostitu-
tion was considered a “bourgeois atavism” and a symbol of the decay
manifest in capitalist countries. Nevertheless, prostitution was practiced,
albeit illegally, both against the explicit wishes of the government and,
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paradoxically, with the tacit approval of the Communists, since prosti-
tutes could be useful tools for blackmail and the gathering of secret
intelligence. Rumors abounded about the influence exercised by a
hierarchy of prostitutes that frequented luxurious hotels—like the
Bucharest Intercontinental—under the control of the Securitate, the
Romanian secret police.

After 1989, prostitution continued to be tolerated under the guise 
of abolitionism. However, under the new free-market system, the eco-
nomic and social status of prostitutes deteriorated rapidly. The story of
the deplorable sex traffic industry is widely known;33 suffice it to say
that by the mid-1990s the practice had become so widespread that it
generated interest in the legalization of prostitution. In 1999, the Roman-
ian Parliament debated a legal initiative that would make prostitution
lawful, albeit strictly regulated. The law was not passed, but the ensu-
ing debates have proved insightful, if embittering, exposing broader and
more fundamental questions about morality, gender roles, sexuality,
and cultural mores. Feminists, priests, social workers, psychologists,
politicians from the left to the right of the political spectrum, parents,
journalists, and sometimes prostitutes themselves, participated in the
debates about the social causes that led to the practice of prostitution,
the moral grounds for its (de)criminalization, as well as the possibility
of eliminating the practice altogether.34 

By and large, abolitionists continue to view prostitutes as a “moral
plague” that must be eradicated. This type of abolitionism is unremark-
able when compared to the attitudes of other Europeans; however, in
the context of the history of the debate about prostitution in Romania it
is a more short-sighted position than that promoted by many eugeni-
cists in the interwar period. Ironically, the position assumed today is
closer to that held by the Communists. 

Proponents of regulation have been more tolerant but have shown
little concern for the prostitutes themselves. They talk about prostitu-
tion from a moral high ground, similar to that of the abolitionists. But
they view prostitution as an endeavor that created important revenues
for the state, and which should be taxed in the same way as other serv-
ices are. In addition, they want to reinforce the marginality of these
women by segregating them physically in “red light” districts away
from schools and churches. Although apparently more tolerant, this
justification for regulating prostitution is both narrow (in practice,
there would be no place where a brothel could be situated, if one were
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to abide by the law) and callous, in terms of seeing prostitutes as indi-
viduals that should contribute, via taxes, to the greater financial good
of society, without much in the way of protection for their personal
and professional safety.

The way in which eugenicist reformers articulated their ideas about
prostitution reform at the beginning of the interwar period has proven
the most progressive view of prostitution to date in Romania. This is
not to say that eugenicists were progressive reformers.35 However, it
was the eugenicists who directly engaged in interwar debates concern-
ing the regulation as opposed to the abolition of prostitution and other
specific legislation aimed at its regulation. The eugenicists had, there-
fore, a more encompassing view of the subjects to be affected by their
reforms (including potential victims of venereal diseases, besides the
prostitutes themselves), as well as the socioeconomic and cultural
dilemmas associated with prostitution, as discussed in this chapter.
Today’s social reformers might benefit from a closer reading of the
proposals made by their predecessors.
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8–13.

16 For instance, Hungarian prostitutes in Transylvania were viewed, by defi-
nition, as a eugenic threat to Romanian men, while Romanian prostitutes were
considered only potentially dysgenic, if they actually transmitted venereal dis-
eases to their clients.

17 Stanca, “Biologia familiei,” 47.
18 Stanca, “Biologia familiei,” 41.
19 Stanca, “Biologia familiei,” 44. Yet other eugenicists identified prostitu-

tion as more closely connected to genetic predisposition. See Ovidiu Coms,ia,
“Considerat,ii generale asupra cauzelor prostitut,iei,” Buletin Eugenic s,i Bio-
politic 4, 1–2 (1930), 47–53.

20 Stanca, “Biologia familiei,” 45–46.
21 See, for instance, “Rapport de l’Association des amies de la jeune fille,”

Bulletin du Conseil National des Femmes Roumaines, 1921–1938 (Bucharest:
Imprimeries “Curentul” S.A., n.d.), 5. The association The Friends of Young
Women coordinated the educational, and especially placement, offices. It had
offices in the main train stations in Bucharest, where most young women from
other cities and rural areas, in search of employment and easily prey to sexual
abuse and deceit, could be found.

22 Stanca, “Biologia familiei,” 47.
23 Stanca, “Biologia familiei,” 48–49.
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Part IV

Anti-Semitism, Nationalism and Biopolitics





Culturalist Nationalism and Anti-Semitism 

in Fin-de-Siècle Romania

Răzvan Pârâianu

During the nineteenth century, European thought was deeply influenced
by a new heuristic notion used in most of the human sciences at the
time. It was the idea of race, which, benefiting from the scientific pres-
tige offered by natural sciences, achieved pre-eminence in many theo-
ries about human nature, society, history, and eventually culture. The
idea that a group of people may share common physical and psycho-
logical features seemed a particularly powerful explanation for many
scholars. This way of reasoning was extremely seductive because it
established a biological foundation for the “science of man” and creat-
ed the prerequisites for a positivist approach in understanding human
nature. Such a racial interpretation of groups and cultures survived
until the middle of the twentieth century, when these ideas were dis-
credited by Nazi racial ideology.

In a completely different political context, intellectuals in Central
and Southeast Europe, emulating their Western counterparts, adapted
various theories of race to their own national and political programs.
This was the case for a young generation of Romanian intellectuals,
who, at the end of the nineteenth century, having the opportunity to
study at German or French universities, was mesmerized by theories of
race. For this generation, race represented something profoundly atem-
poral and trans-individual, capable of shaping the culture and civiliza-
tion of a specific Volk. Moreover, modern theories about race offered a
good opportunity to present and legitimize political claims “scientifi-
cally.” It was an opportunity to affirm that the true nature of the Volk
was not altered and, under propitious circumstances, may in fact flour-
ish on fertile soil. The unity of language was the irrefutable proof for
the great expectations these young and enthusiastic intellectuals had
for their nation and state. 



According to contemporary theories of culture, language was the
indubitable manifestation of the collective mind of the Volk, the result
of a primitive intuition revealed to each race, and the expression of the
civilizing potential of ethnic groups.1 This linguistic argument attract-
ed many adherents because it offered a powerful political justification
for the foundation of the nation-state. As far as language was concerned,
it was by far the most important element uniting people.2 The unity of
language corresponded to the “unity of the collective soul,” which in
real terms represented the capacity of people to work together and
eventually to create a state of their own.3 Thus, centuries of “historical
disunion” were pushed into the background because the “primordial
union” of the Volk was far more important than accidental history, con-
tingent upon the will of the great neighboring empires.4

This chapter explores three perspectives in the way in which the
idea of race was adopted and used for political goals by a young gener-
ation of Romanian intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth century.
The first perspective is the relationship between the idea of race and
the idea of culture. The characteristic elements of race were viewed as
ingredients of culture, even when race, as a concept, either did not play
a central role or was absent in intellectual debates. Often, language had
an intermediary position between race and culture, and therefore litera-
ture and literary criticism constituted the playground of many theories
and disputes. Many authors perceived race and culture interchange-
ably, the only difference between them was the context in which they
were developed and conceptualized. Gradually, these authors refined
initial notions of race into more sophisticated theories of cultural speci-
ficity and ethnic originality that eventually served as the intellectual
foundations of right-wing ideologies during the 1930s. 

The second aspect discussed here is the “revolutionary ethos” that
the idea of race revealed in its revolt against modern institutions and
their “liberal” foundations. Commonly seen as an expression of racial
difference, the idea of “culture” played a major role in shaping the new
political discourse. It was the peculiar use of the notion of culture, as a
specific racial trait of a Volk, which became popular in the last decade
of the nineteenth century, influencing not only conventional political
perspectives, but also literary currents and national literature. A cultur-
alist movement was thus formed as a reaction against the political
establishment. This movement was based on the premise that all mate-
rial or spiritual manifestations of each nation, or Volk, were culturally
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specific, and this “specificity” corresponded to a psychological heritage
determined by race. A number of political associations and leagues
were extremely active in disseminating or “sowing” these new ideals
in literature, culture and—last but not least—politics.5 In Romania, the
most important of these associations was Liga Culturală a tuturor Ro-
mânilor (The League for the Cultural Union of all Romanians), with
which an entire generation of Romanian nationalists became associated.

Initially, this nationalist movement mobilized and organized popu-
lar awareness about the difficult circumstances under which Romanians
from neighboring empires lived. Under these circumstances, the revo-
lutionary ethos assumed an emancipating ideal to which all other prin-
ciples were subordinated. Yet after the First World War, when Transyl-
vania, the Banat, Bukovina, Maramures, and Bessarabia were incorpo-
rated into the Kingdom of Romania, and the envisioned political union
of all Romanians was fulfilled, the “revolutionary ethos” gained a 
new impetus. In these new political conditions, the question of ethnic
minorities was the most troublesome for the Romanian state; ethnic
minorities were frequently depicted as “a foreign stake thrust into the
body of nation.”6 However, for many commentators, ethnic minorities
were not the real problem within the Romanian state, so much as the
Romanian political class, which was unable to strengthen and central-
ize state institutions. The same political elite was heavily criticized
before the First World War for not adequately supporting the “national
ideal:” now they were condemned for “selling” the country to foreign-
ers. Romanian politicians were negatively depicted in political litera-
ture as being “estranged by foreign education,” “uprooted by modern
civilization,” “alienated by mass media,” “degenerated by urban life,”
thus becoming the lightening rod for popular discontent exacerbated
by political and economic crises. 

The third aspect addressed here concerns the way in which the idea
of race was used to depict perceived enemies of the Romanian nation.
In political pamphlets and literary texts, the national struggle was nar-
rated as a clash between (Romanian) national culture and the Semitic
civilization. The syllogism was as follows: modernity is foreign to
national culture; the foreigner is the Semite par excellence, therefore
anything modern was likely to be Semitic. Romanian national culture
was thus constructed as the anti-Semitic reaction to a foreign civiliza-
tion. The sole purpose of national culture was the preservation of racial
traits and the capacity to create a new national modernity. This anti-
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Semitic activism was directed against contemporary politicians and
journalists and was styled as an insult rather than a general reaction
against the Jewish race as a whole. For Romanian nationalists of the
fin-de-siècle period, the negative influence of the Jews in corrupting
modern man and, most importantly, those that had lost their roots, cul-
ture and sense of community, was perceived as the greatest threat. The
logic of this argument was centered on “a life and death struggle”
between the nation and “foreigners” (Jews). It was another version of
Herbert Spencer’s “survival of the fittest.”7 Accordingly, if Semitic
modernity prospered, the Romanian nation and race would be extin-
guished; therefore, the Semites should be annihilated altogether. Roman-
ian national culture was consequently deemed the instinct of natural
self-preservation, which took the form of an anti-Semitic reaction. 

Nationalism and Semitism at the End of the Nineteenth

Century

Both the idea of race and the idea of culture originated during the nine-
teenth century, when many scholars struggled with the following ques-
tion: How can the level of development reached by Western civiliza-
tion be explained? Yet during the twentieth century, the destiny of
these two ideas was to be radically different. Today, the idea of race
and subsequent related terms—racial or racist—have a biological
meaning devoid of any cultural content.8 This was not the case during
the late nineteenth century, when the symbiosis between the two terms
was still dominant, surfacing in many pamphlets and books. For exam-
ple, the theory of language developed by Ernest Renan (1823–1892)
and the philosophy of art envisioned by Hippolyte Taine (1828–1893),
were two of the most successful studies at the end of the nineteenth
century illustrative in this respect: What explains the cultural level of
development of Western civilization? 

As with many other heuristic ideas, the idea of race had more than
one source of inspiration and precise moment of birth. Indeed, many
disciplines enthusiastically looked towards the new science of race.
During the nineteenth century, the entire spectrum of the humanities
engaged in an interdisciplinary dialogue that contributed to the cre-
ation of an impressive corpus of writings on race. The natural sciences,
biology, anthropology, ethnology, anthropo-sociology, sociology, phi-
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losophy, the philosophy of history and of culture, literary criticism, philol-
ogy, Oriental studies, and even biblical exegeses contributed to a new
understanding of human life based on the manifestation of race. This 
is why there was no definitive theory regarding the human races, but a
number of interpretations according to various disciplinary canons. 

However, there were some common features that gave a certain
conceptual profile to the idea of race within a Romanian movement of
young intellectuals. Firstly, they considered culture to be the supreme
national principle, one to which all other ideals were subordinated.
According to them, culture was not the result of education (Bildung),
but rather the inborn characteristics of the Volk. Culture was meant to
preserve the traditions, customs and racial individuality of the nation.9

Moreover, education, science, and civilization were gradually consid-
ered as factors of estrangement and “uprootedness” by these young
intellectuals, who, on losing their national culture, were consequently
lost in an urban alien world. Very few could resist the pressure of
schooling in the universities of Western Europe and the “foreign civi-
lization” these universities represented; and even fewer were able to
return to their national culture after being “contaminated” by “foreign
modernity.” 

Called the “young steeled,” this handful of people claimed to embody
the “power of national instincts” and managed to transform the idea of
culture into a political weapon. Thus, at the beginning of the twentieth
century, traditional politics was rejected while national culture became
“true politics.” As the university professor and mentor of the interwar
generation, Nae Ionescu (1890–1940), remarked later, “the generation
of 1906 relized that the nation is not a political instrument but a cultur-
al one.”10 This was a new type of politics which, unlike conventional
politics, would unite rather than divide the nation. The unity of the
nation was guaranteed only by the unity of culture. According to this
generation of Romanian nationalists, national culture united the nation
because it was shared by “true Romanians” and not by the foreign,
“improvised,” and parvenus educated abroad. As the novelist Ioan
Slavici (1848–1925) affirmed, “the people is the guarantee of national
unity because the social elite have fatally foreign customs and habits.”
He went on to explain: 

[Let’s take] a lawyer from Bucharest, one from Czernowitz, another
from Cluj, one from S,imleu and one from Maramures,, and let us imag-
ine them discussing the general principles regarding family life. The
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same with administrative bureaucrats, professors, judges, and even
priests (…) nobody could say that we have the same tradition. These
different elites are pushing Romanian society in different directions.
[On the contrary] the Romanian people has the same habits every-
where, the same temper, the same customs, the same way of seeing
and feeling, the same sense of moral being, and as long as we do not
distance ourselves from the origins of our folk we will be soulfully one
once again.11

All social and political phenomena were ascribed to national culture,
which became the expression of the national spirit. This spirit of the
people (Volksgeist) radically altered conventional political arguments
because a new meaning was ascribed to the notion of “nation” on the
basis of new ideological convictions. The political arguments regard-
ing culture proved decisive in designing various normative projects of
the nation because—unlike the inclusive liberal idea of the political
nation—this culturalist idea of the nation was exclusive. As David
Carroll has noted in French Literary Fascism (1995), culture became a
source of authenticity and it was used against those exempted from the
national collective. Moreover, by having a “Self,” or its own individu-
ality, this national collective was envisioned in racial terms—not only
as a natural or biological entity but as a cultural ideal created and pro-
tected through permanent struggle.12 Therefore, the national struggle
defined the national community according to the new standards estab-
lished by the culturalist movement. Whoever was unaware of the
necessity of this struggle was lacking in national consciousness and
was susceptible of being alienated from the Volk. From this point of
view, being a “foreigner” was not necessarily a sign of biological or
ethnic difference, but the result of cultural influences “foreign” to the
national culture. 

Moreover, the nationalism of the liberal tradition (connected to the
theory of historical rights) gradually became obsolete and was sur-
passed by another form of nationalism: lyrical nationalism. In an
epoch of the social expansion of civil rights and the democratization of
national symbols, this new type of nationalism was capable of organiz-
ing collective emotions. There was a transformation not only in the
rhetoric of public discourse but in the social composition of public
opinion and the political class. A new generation of political thinkers,
litterateurs in the main, became prominent in politics. Therefore poets,
those that harbored an appreciation of the sensibility of the psycholog-
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ical profundity of the Volk, were suitable candidates for leading the
way forward. This “culture of grace,” which tended to replace the
“culture of law,”13 was first conceived by the Romanian poet Mihai
Eminescu (1850–1889).14 However, this culturalist movement went a
step further than just creating a symbolic national position for poets.15

A number of writers entered the political arena simply because they
were considered to represent the nation. Naturally, their main political
argument was that they represented the true “Romanian Culture.”16

Finally, this nationalist and culturalist movement encapsulated a
“revolutionary ethos” that was anti-bourgeois. The promoters of this
ethos were mostly intellectuals who had not found their place within
the state apparatus and eventually became embittered. For this neo-
Romantic youth, German student radicalism represented an appealing
model. As early as the 1860s, student movements in Germany became
a vanguard of the political Right, precursors of the revolutionary move-
ments of the 1930s.17 Beginning with the last decades of the ninetieth
century, these generations of intellectuals harbored a profound aver-
sion to modern society, in which they had failed to find their place.
They expressed their contagious distrust of the “progressiveness” of
humanity, democratic values, and anything connected to Enlighten-
ment thought. 

The modern world came under constant fire from works of art to
pamphlets and articles. Modern civilization was depicted in terms such
as urban, fragmented, mercantile, materialist, capitalist, liberal, ratio-
nalist, individualist, selfish, atheist (faithless), cynical, cosmopolitan,
internationalist, Bolshevik, estranged, uprooted, improvised, sterile,
prosaic, artificial, ignoble, sinful, illegitimate, disloyal, sick, and ugly.
For these nationalist rebels, modern civilization was the antithesis of
national culture. National culture was thus plied with terms like rural,
communitarian, unitary, autarchic, idealist, agrarian, conservative,
intuitive, collectivist, altruist, profoundly Christian, traditionalist, root-
ed in country soil, creative, poetic, noble, virtuous, brave, loyal,
healthy, beautiful; and more importantly, it was perceived as seriously
endangered by the expansion of modern society. For the “young
steeled”, there was no other solution than the “national offensive” or
“revolution.”18

By and large these three categories describe the culturalist, anti-polit-
ical, anti-liberal, conservative, and profoundly anti-modern currents in
the nationalism of the early twentieth century. This new nationalism
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created a political sphere, based on the aesthetic and emotional funda-
ments of racial characteristics.19 The battle cry was for the salvation of
the nation, in peril due to the unprecedented expansion of a decadent,
corrupt and foreign modernity. This “ideology of culture,”20 in which
both culture and politics changed their meanings in order to describe
the more profound, unperceivable, ancestral or ahistorical traits of the
nation, was ultimately based on a racial template. For late-nineteenth-
century Romanian nationalists, race was the sum of all characteristic
features of the nation.21

Moreover, for the first time a new form of propaganda revealed the
beginning of anti-Semitism as a political current, independent of other
parties and factions.22 This new anti-Semitism caused an unprecedent-
ed wave of publications, from booklets to newspapers, and from short
stories to novels. This anti-Semitism can appropriately be described as
“modern literary anti-Semitism.”23 Most of these texts are based on
figurative language that invaded the political sphere. This contributed
to a world-view in which the modern world and bourgeois society, with
all the attributes mentioned above, was identified with Semitism.24

Literary Anti-Semitism in Fin-de-Siècle Romania

The present section outlines the circumstances in which modern liter-
ary anti-Semitism coevolved with the narrative of a “national idea”
centered on the principle of racial difference. This found its literary
expression in the fight of the nation against the Jews, and its political
expression in the elimination of the Jews as the only alternative to
national destruction. This raises the following questions: Why were
Jews the central figure of this narrative? And why did Jews gradually
become the veritable alter ego (the constitutive “other”) of the “healthy”
Romanians? In his 2004 Imaginea evreului în cultura română (The
Image of the Jew in Romanian Culture), Andrei Ois,teanu explored 
the stereotypes used by nationalist propaganda, differing from those
found in popular culture.25 Though the images of Jews were similar in
national and popular culture, their anti-Semitic function was essential-
ly different. Focusing on the “syntax of anti-Semitism,” which can be
read as a complementary perspective to the “morphology of anti-Semi-
tism” offered by Ois,teanu, will help in responding to the questions
posed above.
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Many scholars and commentators have noted that anti-Semitism 
is meaningless in so far as it is opposed to something that does not
exist—namely, Semitism. Yet, many Romanian authors around 1900,
perceived Semitism as a real threat to their nations, a “plague” that
needed to be eradicated. Primarily, it was not a matter of ethnicity or
race, and often Semitism was simply used as a metaphor for the predica-
ment of modern society.26 Modern society was simultaneously capital-
ist and socialist, uncultivated and decadent.27 In other words, Semitism
represented an assault, a universal conspiracy against everything local,
traditional, autarchic and rural. It was in defense of this society that
young intellectuals united their revolutionary efforts. For them, anti-
Semitism was a sign of mutual recognition, “a cockade,” as Shulamit
Volkov has remarked.28

This particular “culture” was fundamentally anti-Semitic because it
was built on the dichotomy between culture and civilization, a dichoto-
my literarily translated in terms of the opposition between nationalism
and Semitism. This simple equation meant that a “real” nationalist was
an anti-Semite, while those deemed Semitic were anti-national. If the
victory of Semitism meant the death of the nation, the reverse was also
true: the triumph of the nation implied the elimination of the Semites.

Why were Jews painted in such a negative light? The first answer
takes into consideration the existence of a significant amount of anti-
Semitic attitudes in modern Romanian history. There is no doubt that
various pre-modern superstitions played an important role in a country
like Romania, where the vast majority lived in pre-modern, if not
archaic, conditions. The discussion regarding the political emancipa-
tion of the Jews, an issue that resulted in the publication of an impres-
sive number of books and pamphlets, did not eliminate the anti-Semitic
prejudices that survived even after the completion of Romanian state-
hood in 1918. However, it should also be noted that anti-assimilatory
prejudices had liberal origins. According to liberal arguments, the Jews
were incapable of living in a civilized world. As the writer Constantin
Stere (1865–1936) explained in 1907: “If the Jews constitute, as I
mentioned before, a nation, a distinct cultural type, their cultural type
is not based on a common language which could serve as a starting
point for a philosophical, scientific, literary creation of their own and
thus contribute, as a nation, to the enrichment of human culture in gen-
eral (…) Religion is what binds the Jews together, what makes them a
people and gives them their specific cultural character.”29
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For those embracing this point of view, the only acceptable solution
to the Jewish question was the emancipation of individuals, which was
conditional nonetheless upon the “civilizational value” of the person in
question.30 In this case, civilization was not diabolized, and the generic
image of Jews was considered to have nothing in common with mod-
ern civilization; therefore, Jews were not granted civil and political
rights in Romania. On the contrary, this generation of young national-
ists inverted these arguments, portraying Jews as a danger to national
culture because of their identification with a modern, cosmopolitan
civilization. The function played by Jews in this rhetoric was radically
new, although many of the previous stereotypes were adopted and per-
petuated. The Jew was no longer a bigot but an atheist who posed a
threat to traditional spirituality; he was no longer a small trader but a
socialist; and he no longer received instruction in Talmudic schools in
the countryside but was educated at foreign universities. In other words,
Jews were no longer despised but feared. 

It was not only the anti-Semites who associated Jews with moderni-
ty; Jewish intellectuals also characterized Romanian Jewry as deeply
committed to progressive values. Those who opposed the political and
civil emancipation of the Jews considered them unworthy to join the
civilization of the new Romanian state. As in France, Germany, and
Austria–Hungary, the Jews in Romania organized themselves into
associations that published innumerable periodicals and leaflets in 
an attempt to defend their rights and their image. A case in point is
Societatea de cultură israelită (Society for Israelite Culture), founded
in 1862 under the direction of Iuliu Barash (1815–1863). The aim of
the society was to protect the political and symbolic integrity of the
Romanian Jews. 

However, the principles and values in the name of which the Roman-
ian Jews pleaded their emancipation—namely modernity, civilization,
progress, equality, and so on—came under fire. Young Romanian intel-
lectuals were frustrated by the outcomes of modernity, considering its
advancement to be overly fast. They argued that a period of “reaction”
was necessary to temper the negative results intrinsic to rapidly adopt-
ing Western institutions, customs and, last but not least, culture. The
historical irony was that the rhetoric of emancipation and assimilation
of the Jewish community continued after the emergence of this cultur-
alist movement, which proved to be against modernization, civilization
and progress. In other words, the Jews made themselves conspicuous

362 “Blood and Homeland”



targets for the anti-modernist fury of the young generation of national-
ist revolutionaries. When public opinion turned against Western notions
of progress and civilization, modernity was vehemently attacked from
both the Left and Right of the political spectrum. Jews thereafter con-
stituted the last defenders of the Enlightenment values according to
which all people were equal and rational, and a free society was the
guarantee of progress and civilization.

A third response to the question as to why radical nationalists in
fin-de-siècle Romania focused on the Jews is offered by a quasi-reli-
gious interpretation of the national idea. During the revolutions of
1848–1849, a liturgical vocabulary played an important role in the
rhetoric of revolutionary propaganda. Yet after the First World War, the
national idea assumed the role of a “political religion.”31 The national
revolution promised the salvation of the nation within historical time
and under certain political circumstances. Thus, prehistoric (and ahis-
toric) times, when the Romanians lived undivided in social classes,
were equivalent to a veritable Garden of Eden, from which the diabol-
ic Fall came in the form of barbaric invasions and the corruption of
state institutions. Since that heavenly time, the nation had been perpet-
ually corrupted by foreign invasions or dominations (migratory tribes,
Turks, Hungarians, Greeks, Jews, Russians, and so on). Following this,
a series of national heroes managed to embody both national instincts
and the fight against decadent and faithless oppressors. These heroes
were the martyrs and prophets of the nation, who carried the “good
message” (gospel) of national salvation. This was also the message of
those animated by the national spirit, writers and journalists “from
around the hearth of national culture,” as the historian and politician
Nicolae Iorga (1871–1940) noted.32 This was a messianic message.
The undying body of the nation would be cleansed, after which the
nation would be ready to fulfil its historical destiny: the creation of a
purely Romanian nation-state. A Judgment Day was announced for all
sinful people, foreigners and uprooted individuals, who endangered
the existence of the nation. The national idea implied the destruction 
of the modern world and the foundation of another modernity which
could better capture the ethnic essence of the nation. 

In the Romanian literature of the fin-de-siècle period, the Jew un-
equivocally personified this modern condition. Besides literature, the
Christian tradition also constituted an important factor in the building
up of a national messianism. However, anti-Semitic nationalists were
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less concerned about theological issues than political plans. In other
words, they cared far less about who crucified Jesus than about the fact
that those who did not recognize the Messiah in the first place might
seek to crucify him again.33 The poet Octavian Goga (1881–1938), for
example, offered himself as a kind of national “Jesus born in a cowshed,
among the animals.”34 Other nationalist leaders made similar state-
ments. Besides the “Providential leader,” another aspect of the mes-
sianic message was the national offensive launched against enemies of
the national idea. Once again, the Jew was the figure most frequently
depicted as the enemy. If the pseudo-theological argument of Romanian
nationalists in the late nineteenth century is followed through, one can
interpret their anti-Semitism as the destruction of modernity, or as the
modernicide necessary for the foundation of the kingdom of their nation-
al ideal on Earth.

Culturalism and the New Nationalism

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the public spirit in Romania
underwent a number of important mutations. Under pressure from the
crises of modernity (the formation of the nation-state) and the influ-
ence of Western ideas (German idealism and the French Right in par-
ticular), a new narrative about the nation was created by the Romanian
intelligentsia. The change was gradual; initially the movement grew
unnoticed. Yet in less than a decade a new rhetoric pervaded Romanian
public space and dominated political discourse to such an extent that
few gauged the source of this change. Most commentators viewed the
trend as a sign of progress and emancipation. These changes induced a
new understanding of the political nation and of the importance of the
national writer to politics.

This was not particular to Romania, but was instead a Europe-wide
phenomenon. It was against this background that many Romanian intel-
lectuals became acquainted with forms of völkisch ideology, Social
Darwinism, Wagnerian mythology, Nietzschean philosophy, Wundtian
ethno-psychology, and so on. The new slogan of this generation was
“togetherness,” as opposed to the “loneliness” of the modern world.
Their idealist Weltanschauung was radically opposed to the liberal
vision of the world and challenged the conventional understanding of
politics as it was developed in the first part of the nineteenth century.
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Even the term “politician” became detested as a symbol of unscrupu-
lousness and moral corruption; therefore politicians were obliged to
endorse “men of culture” or “men of letters,” writers who were in a
seemingly better position to understand the spirit of their nation (Volks-
geist). In their literary and political writings, modernity was depicted
as the rule of civilization, discord and cynicism, trade and personal
interests, cosmopolitanism and internationalism. In contrast, the verita-
ble culture was national, völkisch, and autochthonous. For the sake of
the Romanian nation, culture was considered the source of inspiration
for politics. National politics was therefore depicted as the struggle
between national culture and a foreign, invading modernity. 

Correspondingly, there were a number of political events triggering
the emergence of a culturalist movement in Romania.35 The first was a
secret political treaty ratified in 1883 (and renewed in 1892) between
Romania, Austria–Hungary, and Germany. This treaty remained secret,
but its consequences—namely the adoption of a favorable attitude by
the Romanian government towards the Austro-Hungarian Empire—
were apparent. But the position of non-interference in the home affairs
of neighboring countries by Romanian conservative elites provoked
criticism, even among its traditional supporters. However, a tacit con-
sent was needed to keep this alliance secret. 

In 1892, Dimitrie Sturdza (1833–1914) became the leader of the
Romanian Liberal Party, which was in opposition at that time. Sturdza
decided to use the “national question” in Transylvania as a political
weapon against the Conservative Party in order to force the hand of
the king, Carol I (1893–1953), in demanding that the Liberals form a
new Cabinet. As the conservative politician Titu Maiorescu (1840–
1917) stated, it was the first time that the “national question” was
raised in the Romanian Parliament.36 Sturdza’s political campaign
convinced Romanians in Hungary that it was an appropriate moment
for the drawing up of a Memorandum in which their national griev-
ances could be made known to both the Habsburg Emperor and Euro-
pean public opinion. 

The Romanian National Party in Hungary (Partidul Nat,ional Român,
PNR) could not reach an agreement about this issue. Led by Alexandru
Mocsionyi (1841–1909), there was a sizeable faction in the party oppos-
ing the Memorandum, but this group eventually accepted the will of
the majority.37 Another group was similarly undecided about the form
of such a memorandum. Ioan Rat,iu (1828–1902), the leader of the PNR,
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led this group. The so-called “Tribunists” (after the journal Tribuna)
constituted the other group in the party. Although the “Tribunists”
sought to ameliorate the relationship between the Hungarian govern-
ment and Romanian politicians, they were the most radical force sup-
porting the publication of the Romanian Memorandum. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that when Ioan Slavici wrote the first draft of the
Memorandum it was rejected by the Romanian National Committee as
too radical. Eventually Slavici found support for his version of the
Memorandum in Bucharest. On 24 January 1891, two Transylvanian
Romanians, Gheorghe Bogdan-Duică (1865–1934) and Ioan Russu-
S,irianu (1864–1909), convened the League of Cultural Unity of all
Romanians (Liga Unităt,ii Culturale a tuturor Românilor), also known
as the Cultural League (Liga Culturală). After the foundation of the
Cultural League, the course of events changed noticeably. On the one
hand, the memorandum movement continued its course in Transylva-
nia, where the petitioners were trialled (in 1894) and sentenced to
prison for several years.38 On the other hand, when the Memorandum
was published it provoked responses from Hungarian and Romanian
students in Austria– Hungary. This polemical exchange of pamphlets
signified the beginning of a Europe-wide campaign in support of Roma-
nians in Hungary.39 Nevertheless, on 13 October 1895, a few days after
he was appointed prime minister, Sturdza refuted his previous opinions
on the “national question” in Austria–Hungary, even as he offered
Romanian nationalists in Transylvania the alternative of immigrating
to Romania and continuing their work under the banner of the Cultural
League. This change of attitude alienated the Liberals from those 
segments of the public in Romania concerned about the fate of their
“Romanian brothers abroad.”

With the foundation of the Cultural League, nationalism became
the foremost political doctrine in Romania, eclipsing conservatism and
liberalism. The name of the league suggested that the solution to the
“national question” resided in a doctrine that transcended the conven-
tional political spectrum, seeking the “cultural union” of all Romanians. 

Under these circumstances two figures rose to prominence: Nicolae
Iorga and A.C. Cuza (1857–1946). Between 1891 and 1910, the move-
ment for the “cultural union” of all Romanians was gradually absorbed
into a nationalist doctrine under the direction of these two friends. On
the one hand, Iorga brought to this partnership his academic reputa-
tion, an admirable work ethic, and a stubborn character. On the other,
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Cuza was an agile spirit, and possessed a remarkably witty and specu-
lative mind. Both contributed to the journals România Jună (Young
Romania) and Sămănătorul (The Sower), with Iorga later becoming
the editor of Sămănătorul (1905–1906). Eventually, he was appointed
secretary of the Cultural League in 1914, and later its president in 1919.
Both intellectuals made vital contributions in transforming the Romanian
nationalist movement, which in 1910 came to form the basis of a
nationalist political party, the National Democratic Party. The publica-
tion Neamul Românesc (The Romanian People), under the direction of
Iorga, became a link between the new party and the Cultural League.
Cuza also published numerous anti-Semitic articles in this cultural
review.

Iorga expressed his views on “national policy” and its connection to
national culture in a political speech delivered in 1908.40 The speech is
significant in so far as it shows the transformation of public discourse
at the time. The “national question” was deemed politically paramount,
with the Cultural League representing the interests of the entire Roman-
ian nation, which extended beyond the narrow political fragmentation
of parties and coteries. The Cultural League was entitled to this promi-
nent position because it advocated “the union of Romanians from all
social strata; of those who know and feel Romanian (…) and who,
with the help of God and our humble assistance, will one day really
know Romania.”41

For Iorga, the notion of national policy was related to “national cul-
ture” in a way that had never been properly explained before. Accord-
ing to him, conventional politics was founded on the interests espoused
by particular groups of people. Politics therefore differentiated and
separated segments of society, reflecting the interests of individuals
rather than the nation as a whole. A new political system could be
founded only on the basis of national culture. The proponents of the
culturalist argument stressed the cultural unity of the nation. “Culture”
was defined as follows: 

Culture is the root of all things; culture is the soul, and everything
begins with the soul. Material things never determine the life of a peo-
ple: a people’s life springs from its soul, and its soul is its culture. 
A people with culture has a soul and is (nationally conscious. It is like
in the Scriptures: what was at the beginning? What? The World or the
Word? At the beginning, there was only the Word! We who represent
the Word, who serve the Word, not only by being above different polit-
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ical parties but also [by] ignoring them, we claim: nobody can speak
about a more clean and honest Romanian politics than those around
the fireplace of culture, where the burning fire illuminates the life of
the entire people.42

In the 1923 Doctrina nat,ionalistă (Nationalist Doctrine), Iorga referred
to the collective wisdom of the people as a foundational source of
national policy.43 Arguing that there was something particularly valu-
able in the tradition and popular customs of the nation, he attempted to
provide a stronger foundation for national culture. He thus defined
national culture as something inherited, not acquired. The “soul of the
nation” was a trans-individual reality encompassing the ancestral
experiences of the Romanian people. This was not only a eulogy for
the ancestral qualities of his nation; for Iorga, the state was the creation
of the nation, with the latter originally comprised of only one social
class, the peasantry. The state, then, should be led by its national basis,
in this case the peasantry, and not by the aristocracy as elsewhere in
Europe. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Iorga’s idea of class
homogenization remained unpopular in the Romanian Kingdom, but it
found supporters among Transylvanian Romanians. The Tribunists
adopted most of the ideas presented by Iorga in Semănătorul and, after
1906, in Neamul românesc. Their respect for Iorga grew not only
because of his academic achievements but also due to his persistent
interest in the Romanian cause in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

Conclusions

The culturalist movement that developed in fin-de-siècle Romania rev-
olutionized political thought and rhetoric. It promoted a new narrative
about the nation and the state, based on a national idea rooted in the
primacy of culture. This new narrative did not represent a logical dis-
course about the Romanian nation—it was a web of significances
aimed at capturing the emotions of the masses. The main characteristic
of this nationalist discourse, promoted by a young generation of intel-
lectuals, was a figurative language, whose substance was derived from
metaphors not from precise concepts. The development of this nation-
alist discourse had immediate consequences for the depiction of the
image of the Jew in Romanian culture. A Semite was not necessarily a
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Jew. On the one hand, the Semite, the “Yid” (jidanul, jidovul), was not
always used pejoratively against the Jews, but it was often used with
the clear intention to offend certain ethnic sensibilities of political ene-
mies. Just as the German anti-Semite Wilhelm Marr (1819–1904) accused
Germany of being “Judaized,” Ioan Slavici and, later, Octavian Goga
accused Hungary of being “Semitized.” For Goga, modernity itself was
Semitic and destructive to national interests. These young rebels were
not against modernization but the type of modernity promoted through-
out the entire nineteenth century—namely, a cosmopolitan, urban and
liberal modernity: the heritage of the Enlightenment.

Three aspects of this culturalist movement proved vitally important
for its future development during the interwar period. The first was a
“revolutionary ethos.” This was a by-product of the political challenges
to liberal traditions and modern institutions. The second was a racial
understanding of culture. “Culture” was less an artificial construct and
increasingly natural and innate, gradually becoming a matter concern-
ing the national instinct for self-preservation. Within this culture, the
“foreigner” could not be accepted because assimilation was impossi-
ble. The “foreigner” represented another culture that should not be
assimilated into the national community. The only solution was the
radical isolation of national culture from “foreign influences,” and
eventually the elimination of these sources of cultural estrangement.
Finally, the cultural understanding of race became progressively
prominent in Romania. It provided the opportunity to interpret the fab-
ric of society as a combination of two distinct layers: one genuinely
national; the other a “super-imposed stratum”44 which was artificially
“imported.” This new language for interpreting Romanian society was
the essential element in establishing the frontline of the “national revo-
lution” and in defining the true enemy of the nation: Semitism.
Moreover, it was a way of personifying social evil and offering an
object of collective loathing. During the economic crises of the late
1920s, this racial interpretation of culture was interpreted literally by
many nationalists: getting rid of the Jews would overturn the primary
cause of national crisis.

The narrative of the national idea as an anti-Semitic plot against
national culture, and as a temporal manifestation of race, presupposed
not only the views of the literary tropes of radical nationalism during
the interwar period and the identification of its intellectual sources,
but, at the same time, the understanding of a current of thought that
survived into the Communist era. 
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The Politics of Hatred:

Scapegoating in Interwar Hungary*

Attila Pók

The loss, between 1918 and 1920, of two-thirds of pre-war Hungarian
territory after the Treaty of Trianon (4 June 1920) caused trauma and
repercussions, still felt in the present day. Not surprisingly, the “Trianon
syndrome” is a standard point of reference when dealing with any
aspect of twentieth-century Hungarian history. The argument of this
chapter is that the conceptual framework of scapegoating is useful in
explicating one of the key problems of twentieth-century Hungarian
history—namely the relationship between anti-Semitism and Hunga-
rian involvement in the implementation of the Holocaust in Hungary
in 1944.1 If there had been a Hungarian Historikerstreit, this issue
could well have been one of its focal points.2 The same question may
also be asked differently: Does the Holocaust in Hungary represent the
apogee of a long-term evolution in Hungarian anti-Semitism, one root-
ed in early modern and contemporary Hungarian economic, social and
cultural history? Or, instead, was it the result of short-term antecedents
rooted in interwar Hungarian society; can it, in fact, be traced to what
we might call the “Trianon syndrome”? This chapter shall discuss the
“complexity of complicity” in reference to the socio-psychological
tool of scapegoating.

In terms of method and sources much here is collaborative: through-
out, the works of many colleagues, including historians, social psy-
chologists, anthropologists and philosophers, are employed. There are
five authors, however, whose ideas and insights were of particular
importance in my conceptualization of scapegoating: Ferenc Pataki,
whose 1993 article effectively described the idea of scapegoating;3

György Hunyadi, who, for decades, has been trying to build bridges
between history and social psychology, and whose 1998 book on stereo-
types during the decline and fall of Communism deserves more atten-



tion;4 Randolph Braham, whose studies on the Holocaust in Hungary
combined scholarly expertise with humanitarian and democratic com-
mitment;5 Omer Bartov, whose article, “Defining Enemies, Making
Victims: Germans, Jews and the Holocaust,” fittingly contextualizes
the Hungarian case;6 and a Ph.D. thesis on the “Trianon syndrome,”
“Pursuing the Familiar Foreigner: Resurgence of Anti-Semitism and
Nationalism in Hungary since 1989,” by Jeffrey S. Murer, which
emphasizes the importance of critical theory for the study of anti-
Semitism.7 Finally, the choice of this subject was motivated by recent
historical and political debates about the variant forms of terror and
dictatorship that characterized twentieth-century Hungarian history.

Historical Sources: The Scapegoat in the Old Testament

The original meaning of the scapegoat is first explained in Leviticus,
the third book of the Pentateuch. In the course of a ritual, Aaron lays
both his hands upon the head of a goat and confesses all the iniquities
and the transgressions of the people of Israel, thereby transferring the
sins of his kin onto the goat that is, in turn, expelled into the wilder-
ness. The message of the ritual is clear: the scapegoater is fully aware
of his guilt and is most consciously trying to get rid of it. The nature 
of guilt is also determined by context: it infers admittance of a crime,
having broken the law, which may arise from bad character or sinful,
irresponsible behaviour. According to this ritual, however, the back-
ground to guilt is unimportant, for the scapegoater is tortured by
remorse. Scapegoating is a comfortable way out of a troubling situa-
tion; it provides relief. The scapegoaters of the Old Testament are not
guilty; however, they are carefully identified as carriers of a burden.
Mediaeval and early modern European cultural history provides numer-
ous examples of this type of scapegoat. Many English sources, for
example, write about the “whipping boy,” the young or low-ranking
person forced to accept punishment for crimes committed by his supe-
riors. English and French sources also describe “sin-eaters” that “ate
up” the sins of the dead.8 In its original conception the ritual is in no
way to be confused with a sacrifice, an offering to God that can also be
a goat (a bull or a ram).
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Methodology: Social Psychology and Scapegoating

The scapegoat of modern social psychology is quite different. Modern
twentieth-century scapegoaters are convinced of the guilt of their vic-
tims and consider themselves innocent. In Hungary, the loss of territo-
ry is the most important source of the greatest national traumas, and
therefore scapegoating, on a national level, is connected to this issue.
It is at this point that the analytical tools of social psychology may be
applied.9 In particular, the concept of enforced attribution has proved
the most useful. It describes a simple and common phenomenon neg-
lected by a number of historians. Human nature dictates that both indi-
viduals and groups require clear-cut, mono-causal explanations for
all—especially negative—events, including complex historical and
political phenomena. Questions about how to explain military defeat,
deep economic crisis, cultural decline, and so on, cannot be substan-
tially or satisfactorily answered by clearly defining or identifying a
perpetrator. In order to preserve or re-establish a group’s (be it a soci-
ety’s or national community’s) self-esteem and self-respect, the perpe-
trator (be it an individual, a smaller or larger group of people, or an
abstract force) has to be named. In this way, the cohesion of a given
group (society) can be strengthened, which is essential for the survival
of the group or, in this case, the national community. Instead of open-
ing up internal cleavages, focusing hatred on a scapegoat can be indis-
pensable in preserving the integrity and strength of the group. This
directly relates to the mobilizing function of scapegoating, a feature
which is a decisive characteristic of emerging totalitarian and authori-
tarian regimes, as well as the movements behind them. It includes
what Eric Erikson has called “pseudo-speciation,”10 meaning the
scapegoat is considered to belong to a species different from that of the
scapegoater. Exemplifying this idea is Heinrich Himmler’s speech on
the destruction of the Jews, delivered to German generals in Sonthofen
on 5 May 1944: 

You can understand how difficult it was for me to carry out this
military order which I was given and which I implemented out of a
sense of obedience and conviction. If you say: “We understand as far
as men are concerned but not in the case of the children,” then I must
remind you of what I said at the beginning. In this confrontation with
Asia we must get used to condemning to oblivion those rules and cus-
toms of past wars which we have become used to and, indeed, prefer.
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In my view, we as Germans, however deeply we may feel in our
hearts, are not entitled to allow a generation of avengers filled with
hatred to grow up, with whom our children and grandchildren will
have to deal because we, too weak and cowardly, left it to them.11

This widespread interpretation of the aim of Germany’s struggle had a
great impact on many German soldiers and civilians alike. They drew
the conclusion that the otherwise “normal,” “regular” prohibition 
of aggression against one’s “own species” did not apply to Jews and
other “inferior” people.

The Ideal Scapegoat

Works on the subject agree that the ideal scapegoat is markedly differ-
ent from the majority of people in a given society, either in the nega-
tive or in the positive sense of the word. Both exceeding and falling
short of the norms of the collective may stir up the hostile, exclusionist
instincts within society. National minorities invariably serve this pur-
pose well. René Girard has pointed out that the concept of scapegoat-
ing is a potentially violent notion.12 Following Girard, it is not only the
deviation from the group’s norms that incites hatred and violence but
also if a religious or national minority is ready to accept accommoda-
tion and complete assimilation. Recent scholarship shows that, for
example, anti-Semitic agitation was aimed at those Jews displaying a
tendency towards assimilation rather than their co-religionists who
openly declared their Jewish identity.13

The “Trianon Syndrome” in Hungary

This theoretical overview is directly relevant to the “Trianon syndrome”
in shaping political, social and cultural attitudes towards Jews in Hun-
gary. A careful examination of scapegoats of all kinds shows that the
scapegoat-victim paradigm incorporates the most despised elements of
one’s own identity (group or individual). The members of the group
project internal tensions, worries, and fears onto the scapegoat. For
example, in smaller groups of adolescent children, those with a mature
physique and attractive appearance frequently become scapegoats: 
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the group punishes the member who deviates from customary norms.
They punish the scapegoat for what they secretly long to be themselves,
and this way, they disown their own desires.14 The idea of “blame allo-
cation” means not only the evasion of responsibility but also obscuring
the original problem. However, the scapegoater is almost always fully
aware of the nature of a problem and its causes. The scapegoater is
also prisoner of enforced attribution, part of a simplistic, mono-causal
explanation of a complex occurrence.

Why was the ire of Miklós Horthy’s closest associates (members of
the “national government” and the “national army”) primarily aimed at
the Hungarian Jewry? First of all, the dimensions of the national disas-
ter in 1918 were beyond comprehension. Who or what can bring about
such a fundamental change in the life of a nation and a state—especially
one with a thousand-year history—to the brink of complete destruc-
tion?15 That force must be of extreme and barely conceivable strength.
Resurrection is hardly possible without self-examination and atone-
ment. If an individual or a small group experiences disaster, the first
step towards recovery is the ritual of mourning. Mourning, and its
expression in the form of various rituals, comprises the acceptance and
acknowledgement of tragic loss. This “adaptive mourning” relieves the
individual or community from an obsession with the past, opening up
the possibility of contemplating a vision of the future.16 “Adaptive
mourning” was not a feasible alternative for Hungarian society after
the First World War; no nation would have willingly accepted the loss
of two-thirds of its homeland and more than one-third of its popula-
tion. The lack of “adaptive mourning” has made it difficult to deter-
mine the causes of the tragedy, let alone the culprits. To blame the vic-
torious Entente Powers, or Hungary’s new neighbors, was not a viable
option: some neighbors were in a position to impose further demands
on the country. There remained only one serious option: the national
community should identify “some part of itself that it can cut off or
remove and then project the guilt onto the amputated part, onto the
abject.”17 That part of the Hungarian self, the “familiar foreigner,” was
the Hungarian Jewry. The Hungarian Jewry was sufficiently assimilat-
ed to identify with the national self, and yet sufficiently foreign for its
exclusion from the new conception of “Hungarianness.” This amputa-
tion, unfortunately, proved literal: shortly after the Red Terror carried
out by the Hungarian Soviet Republic under Béla Kun (1886–1939) in
1919, hundreds of Jews were killed by the White Terror.18 Politically
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motivated pogroms with a high death toll constituted a new phenome-
non and were certainly not part of previous Jewish–gentile relations in
Hungary.19 The anti-Semitic brutality of the White Terror (even more
than the frequently cited “Numerus clausus Law” of 1920)20 signified
a qualitative turning point in the history of anti-Semitism in Hungary,
and a critical step forward on the road to the Holocaust. The Holocaust
is thus directly connected to the radicalization of nationalism, rather
than to historically rooted anti-Jewish sentiment or modern anti-Semi-
tism. The anti-Semitic arguments associated with the period of the
Second World War trace their roots to the socioeconomic and political
realities of the First World War and the immediate post-war period. 

As illustrative examples of this point, I refer to five interpretations
of the “Jewish question” in explaining the Hungarian tragedy of Trianon.
All personalities discussed here are outstanding figures of twentieth-
century Hungarian history; they have all shaped Hungarian political
thought, and they have each been the subject of significant historical
controversy.

Pál Teleki (1879–1941) came from an aristocratic family in Transyl-
vania. He was a renowned geographer and during two crucial periods
(1920–1921 and 1939–1941) was the prime minister of Hungary. From
the very beginning of his career, Teleki suggested using biology in the
interpretation of social phenomena. The impact of eugenics, emerging
as a discipline in fin-de-siècle Europe, was decisive in shaping his
views on the social, cultural and political role of Jews in Hungary. 
In this vein, Teleki viewed Hungary’s collapse after the First World
War as a direct consequence of the victory of Jewish influence over
Christianity in all national spheres. In his view, the regeneration of 
the nation and the state demanded positive, constructive measures that
would, on the one hand, strengthen the patriotic Christian social groups
and, on the other, curb and limit Jewish influence in the economy, edu-
cation and culture.21

Lajos Méhely (1862–1953), whose father worked as a caretaker on
the estates of aristocratic families in the northeast of Hungary, had a
successful career as a biologist prior to the First World War. Méhely
interpreted the war as the most advanced form of the Darwinist strug-
gle for existence and survival among and between races. Well read in
the eugenic literature of the time, Méhely pointed out that in this strug-
gle the Hungarians, on the basis of their racial characteristics, were
doomed to failure. The cause of Hungary’s tragedy was the mixing of
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Hungarians with other races in the Carpathian Basin. Consequently, in
order to overcome this national trauma, the Hungarian race needed to
be cleansed of Jewish and German influence.22

Dezsô Szabó (1879–1945), the son of a Transylvanian radical
Calvinist, was one of the most influential Hungarian writers during the
1920s. Szabó blamed a conspiracy of “Syrian bandits” and “immoral,
wild Jewish imperialism” for Hungary’s ill-fated circumstances between
1918 and 1920. His novels and essays reveal two nationalistic motifs.
First, Szabó assumed that the negligent and liberal attitude towards
Jews during the nineteenth and early twentieth century displayed by
the Hungarian political elite resulted in increased Jewish assimilation;
and second, that the Germans were as threatening, if not more so, than
the Jews. Both factors supposedly explained Hungary’s demise by
1918.23

Gyula Szekfû (1883–1955), from a Roman Catholic family, pub-
lished the most powerful interpretation of Hungary’s national tragedy
as Három nemzedék (Three Generations) in 1920. According to Szekfû,
three successive generations of the Hungarian political elite erroneous-
ly pursued, and were ultimately misled by, the mirage of Western liber-
alism. As a consequence, the Jews, in the main, permeated and weak-
ened Hungarian society. It was Hungary’s internal weakness, rather
than its military defeat, that caused the 1918–1919 revolutions and ter-
ritorial losses. During the 1920s, Hungarian public opinion focused on
the anti-Semitic implications of Szekfû’s analysis. Careful reading of
Szekfû’s book, however, reveals that Szekfû’s criticism targeted those
negligent liberal politicians who advocated the assimilation of the
Jews into Hungarian society.24

Oszkár Jászi (1875–1975), the son of a Transylvanian doctor and
radical critic of Hungary’s political establishment, participated in the
1918 revolution and emigrated in 1919, after its failure. In 1920, in
Vienna, he published his views on the causes of the dismemberment of
Hungary. Like Szekfû, he also focused on internal factors. However,
Jászi did not blame liberalism as such, but rather the lack of liberalism,
as the root of national disaster: “All serious liberal-minded intellectu-
als were silenced during the last quarter century; (…) all liberal, cul-
tural and political aspirations were trampled upon by plundering gangs
of leaders intoxicated by nationalism.” Jászi’s conclusion, however,
comes surprisingly close to that of Szekfû: “The Hungarian soul
turned out to be sterile and the thinning ranks of the army of culture
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were increasingly filled by aliens, first of all Jews, which, in turn, led
to a disgusting mixture of feudalism and usury.”25

Different as these personalities—and their approaches to the role of
the Jews in the collapse of the Hungarian state at the end of the First
World War—might have been, one view was shared by all during the
1920s and 1930s: the victorious powers in Paris had struck the final
blow on an already fatally sick Hungary, and the prerequisite for nation-
al rejuvenation was finding a decisive solution to the “Jewish question.”

The Classical Trope: Jews–Freemasons–Communists

Frequent references to the Jewish–Freemasonic–Bolshevik conspiracy
played a decisive role in the “intellectual stimulation” of anti-Jewish
rhetoric. Most anti-Semitic treatises refer to Freemasonry as a particu-
larly destructive force working against national interests. This view is
presented most forcefully by the Viennese occult writer, Friedrich
Wichtl (1877–1922), in Weltfreimaurerei, Weltrevolution, Weltrepublik
(World Freemasonry, World Revolution, World Republic), first pub-
lished in 1919.26 This book, together with the writings of the Swiss
theosophist Karl Heise, clearly defined and identified targets of com-
mon hatred that could be blamed for the sufferings of the First World
War and the following revolutionary anarchy.27 Connecting Jews to
Freemasons as allies in the struggle for world hegemony was common
in early-twentieth-century Europe (the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion”
being the most notable example).28 The recovery and resurrection of
the nation thus rested on clearly definable perpetrators. Countless pub-
lications and political statements in interwar Hungary echoed the iden-
tification of Jews and Freemasons with their assumed close allies, the
Communists. The Catholic archbishop of Székesfehérvár, Ottokár
Prohászka (1858–1927), perhaps the most influential public figure of
the early 1920s in Hungary, explained: “The eyes of numerous people
were blindfolded and they did not see the true face of Freemasonry. They
were told that they [the Freemasons] were an innocent, philanthropic
association. Now we see that they are an internationalist, defeatist
gang that hates the church. [The Freemasons] opened the gates to
Jewish infiltration and trampled upon Christian national traditions.”29

This assertion is practically identical to the view expressed in February
1939 by the Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels (1897–1945).
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Goebbels explained that the driving force behind the campaign against
“peace-loving” Germany was “international Jewry, international Free-
masonry and international Marxism.”30 These views reflect the socio-
psychological phenomenon of enforced attribution. Critical and con-
flict-loaded situations—like the aftermath of the First World War, the
period of the Great Depression and the international crisis of 1938–
1939—were fertile hotbeds for the targeting of scapegoats. Again,
anti-Semitic traditions provided the basis for this scapegoating. 

Leszek Kolakowski supports this contention in arguing that the
seemingly harmless and dispersed elements of anti-Semitism could be
easily and quickly blended into an explosive mixture.31 In 1944, Hun-
gary found itself in a political and ideological vacuum, and this again
created the prime conditions for enforced attribution. Without German
occupation, large-scale deportations would never have taken place.
However, once the Germans were in charge they were not short of
helpers. The distortion of Hungarian nationalism is well documented
by Gábor Kádár’s recent study on the economic exploitation of Hun-
garian Jews.32 One example from the summer of 1944 illustrates this
point: gendarmes at the Kolozsvár (today Cluj, Romania) railway sta-
tion, preparing the deportation of Jews, confiscated some of their lug-
gage, explaining that “you should not take everything to the Germans,
something should also be left for the Hungarians.”33

Anti-Semitic inclination does not have a national character, but
there are crisis situations in which the identification of a scapegoat is
manifested in the expression of anti-Semitism. Such an anti-Semitic
climate led to anti-Jewish action as a result of numerous factors in sit-
uations when the tragedy and the sins are most visible but the causes
are most complex and hard to define. In the case of the greatest tragedy
of modern Hungarian history it was the Nazi regime’s pressure, fol-
lowed by direct German intervention that laid planks over the wide gulf
between anti-Semitism and the Holocaust. Elements of nationalism
and anti-Semitism were thus blended into a most dangerous mixture.

Conclusions

The call for self-reflection and the re-examination of the national self
by István Bibó (1911–1979), and other outstanding Hungarian intellec-
tuals during the period 1919 to 1945, was never answered. Decades of
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Communist rule swept the issue under the carpet. However, when the
lid was temporarily unscrewed during the revolution of 1956, the Jewish
question did not surface. Why? If the answer is formulated with the
help of scapegoating theory, one response is that, in 1956, the front-
lines were clear: Soviet-imposed dictatorship vs. the call for a sover-
eign Hungary with a democratic political system. The situation in 1956
seemed less complex than the situation following the First World War,
or the period 1944–1945. Hungarian society directed blame at the
Soviets: they were the obvious subjects of common hatred despite the
fact that everyone was aware of the high percentage of Jews in the
Communist leadership. The lack of anti-Semitism in 1956 is not explained
by the fact that there were quite a number of Jews among Communist
reformers, but that the Soviets were perceived as the obvious and major
current enemy of national interest. This, however, does not mean that
the potential for an outburst of anti-Semitism was non-existent; indeed,
its consequences were clearly evidenced in the emigration of Jews in
1956 and in the behavior of those Jews who believed that the best pro-
tection from anti-Semitism was to join János Kádár’s group that re-
established the Communist system in Hungary.34

Why did anti-Semitism surface following the next major turning
point in Hungarian history, following the democratic transition of
1989–1990? We can once more utilize the scapegoat theory in search-
ing for an answer. Vast amounts of literature on the subject show that
the short-lived euphoria of the summer of 1989 and the spring of 1990
was followed by disappointment arising from the harsh reality of the
market economy, declining living standards and so on.35 Both Hun-
garian society and the social sciences were faced with the task of mak-
ing sense of the collapse of the Communist system and the roots of the
socioeconomic problems following the transition. In spite of the depar-
ture of Soviet troops, no miracle occurred. The security of a protected
cage gave way to the dangers of a free jungle. This is a perfect envi-
ronment for the proliferation of more scapegoats: the problems are vis-
ible and powerful, and some of them (unemployment, new forms of
violent criminality, extreme poverty and so on) are unfamiliar. With
Soviet domination gone, an ideal time for enforced attribution and the
mobilization of Hungarian society once again arose. As early as the
beginning of 1990, an article in a new newspaper explained that the
anti-Semites of “old Hungary” did not hate the capitalist businessman
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but the “bespectacled Marxist Freemasonic intellectual who sold
Transylvania and brought the Communists into power.”36

At some point, towards the end of the Second World War, István
Bibó wrote: “Collective hysteria is a state of the whole community and
it is useless to separate or remove the visible carriers of hysteria, if, in
the meantime, the preconditions and basic situations conducive to hys-
teria survive, the traumas experienced at the beginning of the hysteria
do not dissipate, the phoney situation at the core of the hysteria is not
resolved. Even if we destruct all ‘evil’ people, the community within
one generation will again reproduce the madmen of hysteria, its bene-
ficiaries, its hangmen.”37 It thus seems appropriate to conclude this
chapter with words of warning about the capacity for evil in all of us,
captured by the Hungarian poet, Gyula Illyés (1902–1983): “Where
seek tyranny, think again/Everyone is a link in the chain/Of tyranny’s
stench you are not free/You yourself are tyranny.”38
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Racial Politics and Biomedical 

Totalitarianism in Interwar Europe

Aristotle A. Kallis

There is no more pertinent evidence of the totalitarian nature of the
National Socialist regime in Germany than its uncompromising ambi-
tion to exercise full authority over every aspect of individual and col-
lective life. Firstly through a series of legislative initiatives (including
most notably the 1933 “Sterilization Law” and the 1935 “Citizenship
and Marriage Laws”), and from 1939 onwards through the torrent of
murderous policies (for example the T-4 “Euthanasia Program” and the
“Final Solution of the Jewish Question”), the National Socialist state
became the primary arbiter of human value, survival and elimination.1

This was a bio-political project of the most extreme kind, a radical
counter-utopia. In their fanatical pursuit of the “ideal Vaterland” the
Nazis received crucial support from the German biomedical communi-
ty—support that was verbal and logistic as well as technocratic and
political. More than half of German medical practitioners became
members of the NSDAP, a quarter joined the SA, and almost one in ten
felt that either their professional or scientific interests would be best
advanced through the SS.2 The apparent willingness with which the
biomedical community bowed to National Socialist demands for co-
operation can be described as “anticipatory” co-ordination (Gleich-
schaltung). This involved the voluntary and pre-emptive implementa-
tion of measures aimed to placate the new Nazi authorities and thus to
achieve the best possible arrangement with them. Even this interpreta-
tion, however, runs the risk of becoming reductionist, assuming that
there was a pre-conceived Nazi norm to which the medical profession
subscribed, through intimidation, peer pressure, opportunism, or even
enthusiastic endorsement. In truth we are dealing with the conjunction,
collusion and synthesis of two separate modern visions with totalitari-
an scope and implications, each with its own distinctive history, values



and teleology. The National Socialist vision of a “racially pure” society
remained far more nebulous and uncertain of its prescribed form than
its biomedical counterpart. The “structuralist” literature on National
Socialist policies against various non-normative groups, both in terms
of racial hygiene (the mentally disabled) and racial anthropology (Jews,
Sinti, Roma), underlined a culture of experiment of different “solu-
tions” and radical prescriptions.3 By contrast, specific branches of
anthropological, biological and medical research that appeared in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries developed self-sustaining
blueprints of both the desirable goal and the feasibility of the required
methodology. Even if there were still fundamental disagreements
between sub-groups about what were the best (most appropriate, effec-
tive and acceptable) means and objectives,4 in its ideal-typical form
this new scientific counter-paradigm was holistic and “total”; pointing
in the direction of what, for the purposes of this chapter, I term bio-
medical totalitarianism. 

The vision of biomedical totalitarianism rested on the idea that bio-
medical science alone could promote and guarantee the ideal of infi-
nite individual and social perfectibility through eliminating all forms
of perceived pathology; and that its practitioners could make the most
authoritative and effective decisions about all matters relating to the
life and “health” of the individual and society alike. Perhaps more
importantly, it entailed a major process of jettisoning deep-seated cul-
tural and moral convictions as well as overcoming the strength of com-
mon wisdom about the role and scope of scientific intervention in life.
But it also presupposed a new type of relationship between scientific
elites and sovereign state power, one providing the legislative, political
and bureaucratic framework for the implementation of a far-reaching
bio-political vision. 

Biomedical totalitarianism shared with traditional representations
of medicine the belief that the doctor was a potent agent of “healing,”
whose main responsibility was to prolong life and battle against the
“threat” (real or potential) of “disease.” However, it also depicted the
existing paradigm of medical and social “health” as deeply misguided
and unsustainable, and articulated radically new definitions of all these
notions in a way that suggested a genuine “scientific revolution.”5

A series of new foci (such as the overriding concern with the collective
national body, the biological origins of racial membership, the role of
heredity in explaining human conditions, the application of natural
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laws in society, and new conceptions of social and racial “threats”)
marked a dramatic departure from conventional biomedical practices
and alluded to an open-ended extension of jurisdiction over the indi-
vidual and society. The ideal-typical vision of biomedical totalitarian-
ism pointed to a future organic society, where distinctions between the
social and political, the individual and the collective, scientific expert-
ise and political power, would be reconciled and incorporated into a
holistic paradigm of “health” administered by biomedical experts and
practitioners on behalf of the “national community” (Volksgemeinschaft).

Was this an allusion to the open-ended capabilities of an allegedly
“pure,” value-free modern science? Interwar Europe was a laboratory
of different solutions for future society, rooted in different structures 
of tradition and power. While the specific model of liberal modernity
appeared to be making decisive inroads in the aftermath of the First
World War, this did not mean that either anti-modern or alternative
modern prescriptions had been stifled—quite the opposite. In fact, the
project of liberal modernity was predicated on a set of checks and
guarantees of individual freedom that essentially produced new ethical
caveats about the most desirable course of future action. When Karl
Binding (1841–1920) and Alfred Hoche (1865–1943) published their
radical treatise Die Freigabe der Vernichtung lebensunwerten Lebens,
on “life unworthy of living,” in 1920, they bemoaned the existing
force of religious, cultural and legal barriers to the “elimination of
physically and mentally defective” individuals for the greater benefit
of society.6 This request for the removal of “non-scientific” caveats
alluded to a “total” sphere of biomedical jurisdiction, but it was by no
means unaffected by cultural conditioning, albeit of a very different
source and character. The scientific counter-paradigm of “negative”
eugenics, of aggressive selective breeding, prioritizing notions of col-
lective “health” over individual freedom, reflected a decisive “totali-
tarian” rationale that also implied the authority to make decisions
about life and death. Yet it too was rooted in cultural perceptions of
“deviance” and notions of how best to promote health. Such percep-
tions bore a generic-historical and national dimension. The authority of
the scientific paradigm and its potential scope reflected the dynamics
of modern deployment in certain societies. The strength of the impedi-
ments that Binding and Hoche criticized derived from the persistence
of different value systems, whether rooted in liberalism or in tradition-
al ethical codes (such as religion). 
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This chapter places the development and radicalization of a totali-
tarian biomedical paradigm into the context of wider developments
from the late nineteenth century across Europe. These shifts were evi-
dent on four levels: first, in scientifically identifying, defining and
attempting to explain forms of “deviance” on an individual and collec-
tive basis; second, in extending the biomedical domain of jurisdiction
from fighting disease on an individual basis to promoting “health” at 
a collective level, a process that has been described as the “medicaliza-
tion” of social space; third, in empowering this new “science” to pro-
vide alleged radical “solutions” deemed far more superior and effec-
tive than the previous agnosticism of traditional and liberal societies;
and, fourth, in promoting an exclusive alliance between state and sci-
ence with a view to maximizing the scope of scientific intervention in
modern society. In this context, National Socialist Germany should be
considered by far as the most radical biomedical experiment in inter-
war Europe. This is the case because it alone witnessed the confluence
of two eliminationist visions: a) one rooted in the belief that the med-
icalization of perceived pathologies opened the way for extreme action
predicated on the basis of excluding and eliminating all forms of hered-
itary biological and social “deviance;” b) a specific National Socialist
vision of generating an “ideal national and racial community” through
the identification of non-normative behaviour (social, cultural, biologi-
cal) as detrimental to the health of the Volk, and its physical eradica-
tion. The fusion between the two visions was made possible by a con-
sensus about what constituted “deviance,” an overriding concern for
the health of the national body in organic terms, and the benefits of
action geared towards exclusion rather than inclusion. This consensus
suited the interests of both the medical profession and the functionar-
ies of the National Socialist völkisch state. The former could achieve
an elevated social status, corporate empowerment, and the removal of
conventional moral, political and legislative obstacles to their desired
aim of social intervention. The latter could capitalize on the legitimacy
provided through the involvement of the scientific and academic com-
munities in an open-ended “gardening” project. As a result, national,
social and individual health combined in a holistic, total vision that
advocated the “elimination” of allegedly harmful elements. This is the
point where totalitarian models of ethno-exclusive racial nationalism
and racial hygiene met.7

This inextricability of the two distinct brands of totalitarian think-
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ing raises questions about the agency and authorship of what subse-
quently became a pandemonium of “medicalized killing” on the most
horrifying scale.8 What happened between 1933 and 1945 in Germany
and elsewhere under the auspices of the National Socialist “new order”
points to the notion that there was something unique in the German
interwar context. Although the distinctiveness of National Socialism as
a “racial revolution” has been widely documented in literature, its debt
to generic cultural and scientific currents by no means restricted to
Germany has not been properly acknowledged to date.9 The persist-
ence of such principles acted in most cases as a disincentive—both as
a form of self-censorship of the medical profession and as an obstacle
to the adoption of radical prescriptions by state authorities. Cultural
and moral barriers to the formulation and implementation of this extreme
vision of scientific (technocratic) modernity had varying degrees of
potency in each country. However, rather than focusing on the alleged
uniqueness of National Socialist Germany, emphasis should be placed
instead on why such obstacles were eliminated or sidestepped in some
cases while maintaining their paradigmatic potency in others. To put it
differently, biomedical totalitarianism had been articulated as a utopian
counter-paradigm to social reformism and conventional beliefs regard-
ing the inviolability of individual life long before the rise of National
Socialism. The leap, however, from marginal idea to mainstream theory,
and from there to action, required further crucial shifts and concessions
that, with the exception of National Socialist Germany, proved hard to
accept and even harder to promote in interwar Europe. Therefore, the
debate concerns both the generic (historical) and specific (national)
trends that, when combined, in some cases facilitated the transforma-
tion of a totalitarian potential for radical biological engineering into
official state policy, and impeded it in others.

A Scientific Revolution: Medicine, Social Intervention

and Elimination

The extent to which scientific visions of human science had been under-
going dramatic transformation from the second half of the nineteenth
century onwards cannot be disputed. Debates concerning the relation-
ship between nature and nurture, heredity, healing, the sanctity of
human life, and the neutrality of the doctor were turned upside down
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in the light of new “unorthodox” intellectual currents. This was not 
the first time that radical marginal ideas challenged mainstream and
deeply embedded views about individual and social life. The success,
however, that this particular set of non-conformist views had in satu-
rating existing discourses in certain societies raises complex questions
about the nature of the suggested revision and the circumstances that
facilitated it. 

In his study of the relationship between modernity and extermina-
tion in National Socialist Germany, Zygmunt Bauman underlined the
significance of modernity in the conceptualization of new opportuni-
ties, functions and ethical codes for society. In his opinion, this made
the excesses of the 1939–1945 period not just conceivable but also
possible and, more important, desirable.10 Whatever criticism the his-
toriography of the Holocaust has put forward with regard to the accen-
tuation of the role of modernity in institutionalized killing, it should 
be stressed that any form of totalitarianism presupposes possibilities
inherent in a distorted and decidedly modern framework.11 It is not just
that modernity supplies weapons of unfathomable functionality and
efficiency; more importantly, it provides a new conception of social
life that employs these weapons in the context of a radical utopia based
on “total” intervention, control, and a morally justified direction of
widespread engineering. While not being morally neutral, modernity
emerges as a form of empowerment without a definitive moral subtext.12

Modernity thus supplied the (by then empirically founded) belief in
the possibility of remedial action vis-à-vis instances of perceived
pathology, both individual and collective. The reclassification of con-
ditions and phenomena previously considered de facto deviations from
“normality” generated a further debate about what could be “healed”
and what should remain beyond the reach of scientific intervention.
While progressive welfare visions extended the benefit of corrective
action to an expanding social domain, a parallel enquiry into the link
between heredity and pathology also gathered momentum. Unlike
social welfare, heredity was exclusionary and erected new, impenetra-
ble walls between “normality” and “deviance.”13 Once a condition had
been defined as hereditary, remedial action became redundant, unre-
warding, and potentially dangerous. 

The idea that any form of “deviance” could refer to empirically
ascertainable biological origins was an intoxicating proposition—for
the professional groups that claimed to possess the knowledge and the
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scientific apparatus to perform this function; for society as a whole;
and for the state authorities responsible for the welfare of the individ-
ual and the community. However, this mindset went much further,
implying a biomedical monopoly of jurisdiction over the whole spec-
trum of life. In this struggle, the advance of modernity was instrumen-
tal in mitigating the de facto authority of traditional institutions (church,
family, and so on) to rule over such matters. What had been conceptu-
alized as unacceptable moral or social behavior in the past was now
articulated as deviation from “health,” or as detrimental “sickness”
originating from biological pathology. The process of re-labeling forms
of social deviance as “disease,” moving away from individual concern
to a more global, social perspective, and finally of establishing this
medicalized “deviance” as a matter of collective concern, brought forth
an authoritative diagnosis and a wholesale prescription. By fostering a
trend towards closer empirical enquiry into the causes of “non-norma-
tive” behavior in all its forms (physical, social, mental, and sexual),
and by drawing attention to the alleged biological origins of a wide
array of “deviant” conditions, it also enforced a far more rigid para-
digm of normality and “health.” Any departure from this paradigm,
whether seemingly innocuous or overtly unacceptable, constituted a
form of “sickness” and, as such, carried detrimental implications not
just for the affected individual or group, but for the whole of the social
body.14

This particular reading of deviance carried a lethal, totalitarian
implication. On the one hand, the emerging sense of modern empower-
ment generated an illusion of ongoing perfectibility and nurtured an
illusory belief in the possibility of eradicating forms of perceived pathol-
ogy. On the other hand, the paradigm of biological heredity pointed to
immutable forms of deviance while still propagating the importance 
of eradicating them. The difference was fundamental: social welfare
envisioned the social elimination of offending conditions over time.
Negative eugenics could only conceptualize elimination in physical
terms, or otherwise allow the condition to perpetuate itself without any
possibility for remedial action. This sort of dualistic thinking did not
necessarily lead to either a vision of medical totalitarianism or the
medicalized killing witnessed in National Socialist Germany. In other
words, it was not automatically “eliminationist.” Coupled, however,
with the belief that hereditary “deviance” was fatal for the health of
the community and an impediment to the realization of its allegedly
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superior “mission,” physical exclusion acquired a sense of biological
and historic urgency that rendered elimination a less indefensible
prospect. Once defended on the basis of collective interest, there was a
further step to be taken: presenting elimination as a feasible and desirable
option.

Biomedical Totalitarianism in the Nineteenth Century

The scientific trend that favored the emergence of biomedical totalitar-
ianism should be placed into the historical and cultural context of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century Europe. The advance of various types of
modernity, proceeding in tandem with secularization, opened up new
areas of enquiry for science and empowered empirical research to seek
wider, more absolute solutions for human problems.15 Grand scientific
theories, such as Charles Darwin’s (1809–1882) theory of evolution;
Thomas Robert Malthus’s (1766–1834) population predictions; or Ernst
Haeckel’s (1835–1919) Monism, offered universal prescriptions; for a
better human order, making increasing incursions into areas hitherto
untouched by scientific intervention. The medicalization of social space
advanced steadily during the nineteenth century, challenging conven-
tional beliefs and narratives, claiming jurisdiction over an expanding
sphere of individual and collective life, positing itself as the superior
prescription for a brave modern world.16 The intensification of medical-
ization (sometimes understood as a form of “medical imperialism”17)
was predicated on a more fundamental paradigmatic shift already
underway by that time: developing a global approach to health and
welfare that shifted the focus from individual to universal concerns. 
A stream of scientific studies about the natural world, initially con-
fined to plants and animals, were gradually imported into the analysis
of the human condition. This trend carried with it a potential for bring-
ing into focus a wide range of human activities traditionally viewed 
as belonging to the private sphere and regulated by a different set of
moral codes—for example the role of religion in influencing patterns
of social conduct, sexual behavior, and reproduction, as well as in pro-
viding explanations for the descent of man. 

At the same time, a sense of unbound opportunity, fuelled by the
elevation of the prestige of science and a positivist belief in steady
progress, provided new ammunition for utopian thinking about new
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forms of human agency, and teleological visions of society.18 Making
full use of modern forms of enquiry and technological progress, bio-
medical practitioners could enhance the scope of treatment while at the
same time strengthening their ambitions with regard to the range of
human conditions over which they could now claim jurisdiction. As
more and more phenomena of alleged pathology were rendered acces-
sible through human cognition and empirical analysis, medicine fuelled
an optimistic belief that solutions to human pathos may be obtained
through exploiting the full resources of the scientific paradigm (All-
machtswahn). Science challenged the foundations of social reformism,
the belief that man-made social conditions, rather than immutable bio-
logical factors, were responsible for an array of situations that were
“problematic” in one sense or another. While socialism and liberalism
recognized and propagated the impact of specific conditions of nurture
for the reproduction of individual life, certain branches of biomedical
thought attempted to expropriate this space of knowledge by exposing
the predominant role of nature and heredity in understanding human
inequality.19 Against the belief that the environmental and the social
milieu could be of primary significance in eradicating hereditary forms
of alleged pathology, a far more inflexible reading of heredity, based on
ostensibly immutable biological conditioning, also gathered momen-
tum in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.20

The drive towards scientific empowerment, however, had a distinct
defensive rationale, derived from a degree of uncertainty vis-à-vis the
progress of modernity. Concerns about a growing disequilibrium
between population and resources, unease about certain effects of
modernity (such as urbanization), and an almost pathological fear of
European “decadence,” cast a long shadow upon the social optimism
of human progress and collective betterment.21 Notions of “danger”
were radicalized as a result of the utopianism of new scientific dis-
courses: new definitions of social pathology emerged as impediments
to the realization of new utopian visions and as perversions of positive
norms. The modern ethos of productivity recast idleness in strikingly
more negative terms; emphasis on pro-natalism, as a counterbalance to
the declining fertility rates across Europe, incriminated individual
behavior that appeared reticent towards procreation. Similarly, compe-
tition for resources prompted a re-examination of the welfare axiom of
aiding the “weak” as inherently dangerous for the health of the collec-
tive. Already at the turn of the century, the idea that the humanistic
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principle of aiding the physically and mentally “weak” could become a
source of social “degradation” attracted enthusiastic disciples among
the Social Darwinian scientific constituency.22

These debates ensued within a rapidly changing socio-political
environment.23 The drive towards imperialism in the last decades of
the nineteenth century had revived a wider interest in the differences
between white and non-white in both social and anthropological terms.
Increasing contact with colonial populations fuelled an “us/them”
mentality, harking back to earlier waves of imperialism. The idea of
“white superiority” had always been inherent in the history of European
colonialism; but it had been primarily articulated in moral, cultural and
civilizational terms, and not as a racial-biological concept. Growing
stress on genetic difference gave rise to fears about miscegenation,
which in turn promoted discourses of exclusion and segregation.24 In
this respect, new colonial experiences proved instrumental in engen-
dering discourses about biological (racial) superiority, rooted in hered-
ity, and of similar eugenic “threats” to the biological health of the
“white peoples.”

Moreover, the escalation of nationalism as the crucial determinant
of group membership and identity not only strengthened a modern
trend towards the valorization of the collective body, but also rede-
fined it as a national entity.25 Towards the end of the nineteenth centu-
ry, this assumption carried fundamental implications, since it also
redefined the scope of the state’s responsibility in terms of collective
welfare—namely, the idea of collective social good became inextrica-
bly tied to national interest. Integration was still possible, but its pre-
requisites had become more inflexible, blending elements of social,
cultural and political conformity while simultaneously rendering indi-
vidual non-normative behavior potentially dangerous to the collective. 

This strand of ethnically exclusivist nationalism operated on the
basis of a strict inclusion-exclusion paradigm that gradually infiltrated
the domain of scientific enquiry. Beliefs in national superiority, con-
ventionally rooted in and derived from historical and cultural achieve-
ments, also fell under the expanding reach of biological enquiry. The
relationship between a science fulfilling nationalist goals and a nation-
alism deploying science as a legitimizing factor was mutually depend-
ent. The porous relation between race and nation in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries produced scientific discourses that nur-
tured a series of political claims including international domination,
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territorial expansion, internal hierarchies and so on.26 What is of inter-
est, however, is the way in which nationalist filters conditioned areas
of enquiry, paradigms and prescriptions of scientific research. For
example, when European anthropologists, biologists and geneticists
started speaking about the alleged superiority of the Nordic or Aryan
“race” in relation to other European sub-groupings (Alpine, Mediter-
ranean, Slavic), they were applying (implicitly or explicitly) essential-
ly nationalist concepts of distinction (e.g. Chamberlain’s and, later,
Günther’s identification of Aryans with the Germans). Equally, criti-
cisms of specific models of scientific enquiry were often conceptual-
ized in distinctly national terms (for example, the critique of “Jewish
science” and “Nordic racialism”).27

As the discourse of race appeared to supply pseudo-scientific legiti-
macy to claims of national superiority, its political expediency increased
dramatically, and so did its deployment by the official state. Even
more important, the biological focus on heredity contradicted the foun-
dations of the “integrationist” efforts of nation-states vis-à-vis their
various minorities. If the minority groups’ alleged difference was root-
ed in racial heredity and emanated from “inferior” genetic pools, then
exclusion was potentially a one-way path. Medicalizing the notion of
“race” became a crucial source of bio-power (that is, power exercised
over a defined collective) with the overriding goal of preserving the
continuity and optimal health of the nation. Presenting race as an
allegedly scientific and immutable determinant of group membership,
and thus an overriding axiom of inclusion or exclusion entailed a fur-
ther permission (“licence”) to segregate, exclude and potentially elimi-
nate on a mass basis. But the medicalization of race remained part of a
wider process of historical prejudice, rooted in longstanding conceptions
of difference—but crucially updated by modern definitions of “con-
formity” and “deviance.” It was precisely on this basis that the health of
the national body became a matter of both external and internal defence:
medicalized racial-national prejudice provided the external dimension
of exclusion, while medicalized social prejudice pitted the “racial health”
of the community against its own internal forms of “deviance.” 

In its most ideal-typical form, bio-power represented an open-end-
ed call for regulating human life at both the individual and the collec-
tive level. It was driven by an allegedly pure scientific ethos and un-
hindered by moral caveats. Its realization, however, whether partial or
total, depended on the empowerment of political institutions, above all
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the state as the supreme guardian of individual and collective life.
Herein lay an opportunity and a problem. 

On the one hand, the same period witnessed a rapid expansion of
the pastoral power of the modern state, which emerged as the crucial
institutional force of legitimization for grand social projects. This
responsibility was perfectly congruent with the rationale of bio-poli-
tics, in the sense that modern states exercised their authority over
nationals on the rational basis of ensuring and facilitating the continu-
ity of life. It equipped state authorities with an expanding scope of
intervention, from demographic and population policies to public health
projects, environmental interventions, and social obligations. At the
same time, however, the state as sole guarantor of collective life could
not be deprived of the right to exclude and eliminate an external or
internal “threat.” This right involved various forms of disciplinary con-
tainment but did not preclude a more direct form of elimination, hence
the potential right to remove life, to kill on the basis of defending and
strengthening the health of the group.28

Yet on the other hand, such an escalation of state power came at a
time of increased preoccupation with liberal discourses on individual
rights. Thus, while most radical scientific claims had already been
articulated by the first two decades of the twentieth century, their trans-
lation into concrete action clashed with an apparent reverse emphasis
on individual self-determination and the freedom of the private sphere.
Where the revolutionary biomedical counter-paradigm pointed to the
alleged significance of nature and heredity in determining social trends
and explaining various forms of social pathology, the political pre-
scriptions of the liberal state remained aligned to discourses of nurture
and progressive social intervention. Where biomedicine alluded to
inherent inequalities, liberal democracy upheld the notion of equality.
Any form of totality, whether political or scientific, was antithetical to
the process of liberalization because it presupposed a reversal of the
trend towards individual empowerment, self-determination and con-
sensus. The liberal state controlled legislative arrangements, the allo-
cation of resources and strategies of social engineering. Its vote of
confidence for the decidedly anti-concessionary biomedical vision, a
crucial “licence” for the wholesale practical implementation of the rad-
ical scientific counter-paradigm, appeared increasingly unlikely. As
Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) noted in the 1920s, “what stands in the
way (of introducing eugenic measures) is democracy.”29
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Interwar Germany and National Socialism

A political experiment in Germany began in the aftermath of the First
World War, one committed to advancing liberalization, shielding indi-
vidual freedoms, and providing progressive solutions to a spate of
socioeconomic phenomena. A categorical distinction, however, between
liberal and totalitarian political systems in the context of social engi-
neering may be dangerously misleading. The modern state, even in its
liberal guise, was becoming increasingly interventionist and powerful
at the beginning of the twentieth century. Making full use of the scien-
tific apparatus of modernity, it promised social improvement and
attempted to deliver it by interfering more and more in areas of social
life. Even if the most extreme “negative” variant of bio-politics had
been more or less effectively constrained by a political commitment to
individual rights and welfarism in the 1920s, this does not indicate that
the liberal state itself was immune to illusions of human and social
perfectibility. In fact, most social welfare experiments undertaken by
authorities in the Weimar Republic remained anchored to the belief
that social problems could be eradicated by comprehensive state action.30

Yet the stress remained on integrative solutions, not exclusion or elim-
ination. The reality of the “gardening state,” and the illusion of state
omnipotence, encompassed both scenarios: a progressive one, rooted
in individual rights and in a wider integrationist drive; and a more rad-
ical one, predicated on the necessity of coercive measures in the name
of collective “health.”31

The fact that pressure for the introduction of negative measures
(such as compulsory sterilization and euthanasia) failed to deliver any
tangible legislative initiatives or wide political support in the 1920s
reveals the strength of public discourses in the Weimar Republic. How-
ever, the idea that the liberal state alone is a sufficient safeguard against
extreme forms of bio-politics is highly problematic. Indeed, how are
we to interpret the introduction of sterilization in “progressive” politi-
cal cultures such as Switzerland, Scandinavia and the US in the first
decades of the twentieth century?32 Equally, how should we interpret
political support for compulsory sterilization in the 1920s, or the gen-
erous funding of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Racial Anthropology
from the Weimar federal budget, with the support of the SPD
(Socialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands)?33 If extreme negative
eugenic trends had been effectively neutralized by 1929, then the sub-

Racialist Politics and Biomedical Totalitarianism 401



sequent economic crisis made the expansion of social welfare spend-
ing increasingly onerous and less immune to attack even from within
the Weimar establishment. Given the problems intrinsic to the alloca-
tion of scant resources, views on the “human value” behind a normative
retrenchment of social welfare persisted.34 It was no accident that the
Prussian Staatsrat asked the government in January 1932 to reconsider
its previously generous spending on those perceived as having a lower
“racial value” (Minderwertigen).

Undoubtedly, what happened after Hitler’s appointment as Reich
chancellor in 1933 was a radical transformation of the Weimar ethos,
away from individual rights and any humanistic “gardening” principle
geared towards integration, in favour of a strict, exclusionary definition
of the “national body.” National Socialism was instrumental in remov-
ing institutional and conventional moral impediments that had prevent-
ed the adoption of specific measures in the preceding decade—includ-
ing, most notably, eugenic abortion or sterilization. The socially and
politically totalitarian ambitions of the new regime matched the scope
of vision and the ruthlessness of its prescriptions, as advocated by the
most radical wing of negative eugenics in pre-1933 Germany. In its
quest for total control over society, the Nazi regime recognized that
medical totalitarianism was largely congruent with its own vision of
solving “racial problems” through exclusion, and of fostering the unity
of the national community through radical collective measures. But,
above all, it also realized the potential for a crucial extension of state
power through the implementation of a radical wholesale program of
bio-politics advocated by the most extreme wing of eugenicists.35 In
this sense, biomedical totalitarianism was fashioned as an ideological
concomitant to the socio-political totalitarianism of the National Social-
ist state. Technocracy would overwhelm traditional moral caveats, but
the legitimacy of those changes would derive from, and remain under,
the auspices of state authority. 

Bio-politics encouraged scientific and political experts to think in
terms of defined groups, over which they could wield their authority.
Concerns about social and national “health” dovetailed with the per-
ceived unifying basis of “race.” In this way, eugenics and racial
nationalism became two sides of the same currency of an ideal “race-
nation.” Race provided the common political and scientific rationality
through which physical or social “deviance,” on the one hand, and
physical or cultural “otherness” on the other, could be conceptualized
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as primary concerns of bio-power, functioning in a constant state of
war against its opponents.36 The shared idiom of “race-nation” was at
the very heart of the alliance between biomedicine and National Socialism
in interwar Germany. This vision of biomedical totalitarianism required
both the very sense of omnipotence derived from modernity and the
political sanction of National Socialist Regime in order to become sys-
tematic state policy. 

Where did the apparent “uniqueness” of the National Socialist bio-
medical totalitarian vision originate? Was it the result of a scientific
Sonderweg, an adjunct to the wider perception of a “special path” in
the course of modern German history?37 Did it result from a unique
cultural endorsement of physical, aggressive “eliminationism” directed
at specific “alien” groups? Was it the product of a particular National
Socialist agency that set German fascism apart from other contempo-
rary manifestations across Europe?38 The unease which post-war his-
toriography has experienced in attempting to deal with either the
modernity of the National Socialist vision of racial nationalism, or the
excesses of biomedical totalitarianism, has been evident in attempts to
present the German case as an exceptional distortion of both moderni-
ty and science.39 The paradigmatic importance, however, of the Ger-
man case does not lie in the alleged uniqueness of any of the compo-
nents that underpinned the policies of the post-1933 period. Race and
aggressive (ethno-exclusive) nationalism had been in wide circulation
across Europe for decades before the rise of fascism. Discourses about
the medicalization of social space proceeded alongside modernity, in
both authoritarian and progressive directions. 

The shift from individual to collective responsibility, from private
to public choices, from partial to wholesale solutions for perceived
pathologies were all inherent in the nature of the modernizing project
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Fears of degenera-
tion, as well as a heightened sense of “danger” from both “alien” ele-
ments and social pathologies, constituted a widely shared precondition
for the emergence of biomedical totalitarianism across interwar Europe.
Definitions of what constituted “(non-)normative” social behavior
abounded in all European states, at a time when the debates about inte-
gration or exclusion were far from concluded one way or another. An
escalation of the nation-state model rested on modern radical redefini-
tions of both its components: exclusive nationalism and enhanced state
power in all spheres of social life. Taken separately, all these were
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ominous trends but they could be mitigated by some perceived safe-
guards: individual freedoms, the survival of traditional allegiances and
moral codes that militated against any form of totalitarianism, scientif-
ic negations of extreme notions of race and heredity, and self-restraint
in the absence of any international precedence. Ironically, most of
these guarantees appeared in Germany during the 1920s, perhaps
much more so than in other liberal countries. 

The biomedical totalitarian vision presupposed the scientific and
corporate agency of experts in relevant fields. This is the association
that links the modernity of the Weimar Republic with the different and
abhorrent modernity of systematic segregation, of mass population
transfer, and, indeed, of the concentration camp itself. What appeared
infeasible, impractical, and unethical less than three decades previous-
ly was now regarded as intelligible, realizable, and, most of all, desir-
able. The Weimar Republic should thus be regarded as a crucial, if
unwitting, laboratory of this fundamental shift in perception. Once the
significance of this empowering influence is appreciated, the radical-
ization of both medicalization and nation-statism in the 1930s becomes
a side-effect rather than an anomaly. The Nazi recasting of ethno-exclu-
sive nationalism in “racial-anthropological” terms, and its subsequent
prescription of the elimination of “the other,” borrowed heavily from
the imagery of modern Allmachtswahn, with its intoxicating sense of
unbound opportunity and its focus on external and internal danger,
which had to be eradicated. The articulation of social health in racial
hygienic terms by biomedical experts nurtured the “gardening” princi-
ple, drew new lines of social exclusion, and permitted aggressive tech-
nologies of elimination. Under the veneer of medicalization and legal-
ization, the bio-political state could regulate life and death in the name
of, and on behalf of, a bio-national mythic community. 

The Failure of Biomedical Totalitarianism in Interwar

Europe

What happened in National Socialist Germany in the 1930s supplied
an aura of permissibility to thinking in terms of a biomedical totalitari-
anism administered by a “total” political will exercised by the state.
Just as German radical experts on racial hygiene had invoked the Amer-
ican precedent in the 1920s as a scientific and ethical legitimizing
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model for similar measures in Europe, National Socialist Germany
itself became paradigmatic subsequently in rejecting the notion of
racial hygiene.40 Emboldened by the German case, eugenicists now
dared to suggest a more holistic model of population and racial-hygienic
policies for their own countries. They felt justified to quote selectively,
adopt liberally, adapt fractionally, cherry-pick out of context, and prop-
agate the advance of the modern project as both a form of counter-par-
adigmatic redeployment and as a regression to atavistic notions of
racial purity. Political priorities as well as cultural and ideological
caveats, however, produced a multitude of disincentives for the emer-
gence of a biomedical totalitarian vision as a viable alternative course
of action. 

The case of interwar Italy is more indicative of both the tensions
involved in the modernity project and the interaction between fascist/
totalitarian visions, and traditional beliefs. Although Fascist population
policies included negative measures such as financial penalties for
bachelors and restrictions on immigration, there was a fundamental
pro-natalist consensus that bound together Mussolini’s “il numero
come forza” (force in numbers)41 with the Catholic opposition to anti-
concessionary measures on birth control.42 One cannot exaggerate the
role of the Catholic Church in producing a cultural and ethnic milieu
that rejected both neo-Malthusian principles of population control as
well as more radical “negative” eugenic measures like sterilization and
euthanasia.43 With the 1929 political alliance between the Fascist State
and the Vatican, the field of population policy became even less avail-
able to totalitarian experimentation, in spite of pressures to introduce
radical measures from a small constituency of admirers of the Nazi
racial model within the Fascist National Party (Partito Nazionale
Fascista), such as Roberto Farinacci (1892–1945), former secretary of
the party; Giovanni Preziosi (1881–1945), an arch anti-Semite and edi-
tor of the Italian translation of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion; and
Telesio Interlandi (1894–1965), editor of the Difesa della Razza (The
Defence of Race).44 But the perceived “Nordic” origins of this brand
of eugenic thinking generated significant hostility within Fascist Italy
and eventually produced a counter-narrative, propagating the idea of a
distinctive “Mediterranean razza.”45

Yet what was even more interesting in the Italian case was the way
in which cultural caveats had already restricted the potential of the sci-
entific field to produce viable totalitarian visions. By the time that
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Mussolini came to power and embarked upon a project of constructing
a genuine stato totalitario in the 1920s, there had already been a sig-
nificant corpus of native scientific and biological arguments that point-
ed to the direction of biomedical totalitarianism. In the second half of
the nineteenth century, the distinguished professor Cesare Lombroso
(1835–1909) from Pavia University had attempted to shift the focus 
of criminology away from sociological factors of crime and towards
evolutionary and genetic studies, particularly with the publication of
L’Uomo Delinquente (The Delinquent Man) in 1876. By 1911–1912,
the scene had already been set for the first Congress of Eugenics in
Italy. This provided the opportunity for a number of scholars with
wide-ranging interests, backgrounds, and scientific prescriptions to
articulate their views on the “nature-nurture” subject.46

It became clear very quickly that the main debate in Italy would
revolve around the question of birth control. Two different strategies
were articulated. On the one hand, neo-Malthusian scientists, con-
cerned with the growing disparity between population and natural
resources, advocated interventionist measures aimed at both arresting
the rate of population increase and improving the quality of the “genet-
ic stock” of the national community. On the other hand, a strange
alliance of Social Darwinism and radical nationalism produced the
equation “number = strength,” thus prioritizing pro-natalism at any
cost. While the former group (Angelo Zuccarelli, Ettore Levi, Ferdi-
nando De Napoli, Umberto Gabbi) advocated anti-concessionary
measures in order to forestall negative biological and social develop-
ments, the latter category of scientists drew their legitimacy from high-
ly disparate scientific, political, moral and economic arguments.47

There was a group of Catholic commentators that contributed to the
debate, making their moral aversion to involuntary negative eugenic
measures the basis for a comprehensive paradigmatic rejection of sci-
entific totalitarianism. Giuseppe Moscati (1880–1927), Mario Mazzeo
(1889–1973), Giuseppe De Giovanni (1876–1967), and particularly
Agostino Gemelli (1878–1959), all agreed on the absolute desirability
of keeping scientific and political intervention out of matters of life
and death, including procreation and euthanasia.48 This support, how-
ever, was qualified by the morally “orthodox” behaviour of the indi-
vidual. Gemelli, Moscati and Mazzeo, for example, qualified their sup-
port for pro-natalism with the idea of chastity outside marriage. Thus,
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while uninhibited pro-natalism was eulogized, voluntary self-control
(chastity and abstention) was also praised outside marriage. 

It is tempting to draw a line between those scientists ideologically
or institutionally aligned to Catholicism or generally inspired by strict
Catholic values, and those operating on the basis of more secular, empir-
ical scientific norms. This distinction, however, is problematic in the
case of Italy, given the embedded cultural and social influence of reli-
gion on society. The example of the so-called Latin eugenicists is
emblematic of the permeability of these two spheres, and of the impos-
sibility of a “value-free” scientific discourse. A distinguished member
of the group, Enrico Morselli (1852–1929), found no apparent contra-
diction between his advocacy of a biological hierarchy of races, racial
segregation, and his attack on miscegenation as destructive for the
“racial stock” of the Italians on the one hand, and the moral castigation
of euthanasia and sterilization as “inhuman” and “morally unaccept-
able” on the other.49 Similarly, Leonardo Bianchi (1848–1927) criti-
cized “negative” eugenic measures on purely ethical grounds, in spite
of their potentially “positive” effect in the direction of improving the
Italian nation. Even dedicated neo-Malthusians felt that they had to
qualify their radical anti-natalist prescriptions with moral conformity.
Achille Loria (1857–1943), for example, advocated extensive birth
control in order to improve the “quality of the genetic stock,” but only
through voluntary means.50 As a result, a law scheme underlining the
necessity of birth control in Italy was discussed in 1922 and once again
at the 1924 Congress of Social Eugenics, but came to nothing due to
the fact that the majority of the participants insisted on the “involun-
tary” character of any such initiative.51 In fact, even De Napoli, who
had been instrumental in the preparation of the scheme in the first
place, warned against “anti-concessionary” measures, branding them a
dangerous erosion of individual liberty and invasion of the private
sphere. 52 This argument, while derived from secular and liberal norms,
pointed to the same notion of scientific and political non-intervention
in matters of life and death upheld by Catholics. 

For his part, Benito Mussolini expressed his support of the “numero
= forza” equation in his May 1927 Discorso dell’Ascensione (Ascension
Day Discourse), in which he criticized neo-Malthusianism and legit-
imized the drive towards pro-natalism.53 To be sure, Il Duce was aware
of the neo-Malthusian warning about a growing disequilibrium between
demographics and natural resources: this was linked politically to the
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“battle for wheat” and the reclamation of land, in order to increase pro-
ductivity and thus support the growing population.54 Negative eugenic
measures were ruled out, not so much for moral reasons as for their
incompatibility with the priority of demographic expansion. Yet the
distinction between the private and public spheres was becoming
increasingly irrelevant and inconsistent with the regime’s ideological
orientation. Umberto Gabbi, editor of the Archivio Fascista di Medicina
Politica (The Fascist Archive of Political Medicine), encapsulated the
victory of an organic nationalist discourse by emphasizing the idea that
the nation and the state should take priority over the individual in pro-
moting national interest.55

This was a crucial point for the future of any biomedical totalitarian
potential in interwar Italy. The debate as to who was better placed to
improve the fortunes of the nation and, equally importantly, how, was
in full motion in the second half of the 1920s. With the increasing
etatist orientation of the Fascist regime, articulated in the official pro-
grammatic publication Dottrina del fascismo (The Doctrine of Fascism),
the institutional role of the state in legitimizing political prescriptions
and providing patronage in return for compliance increased.56 In the
context of this unitary state doctrine, aimed at bestowing legitimacy
upon the regime as the only institution capable of representing national
interest in its totality, the 1929 Concordat with the Catholic Church
became a powerful disincentive to any introduction of anti-natalist
measures, or indeed to enhancing the interventionist powers of secular
groups in the traditional domain of marriage, procreation and death.
Given the regime’s non-negotiable stance on pro-natalism, eugenics
was deprived of a crucial asset in the struggle for hegemony: it was
negative, not positive or voluntary measures that opened up opportuni-
ties for a more wholesale intervention. Even those scientists who had
resisted the pro-natalist, agnostic orthodoxy of the 1920s realized that
time had run out. Professional pride had accentuated the polemics
between Italian and “Anglo-Saxon” or “Nordic” eugenics.57 With Mus-
solini himself openly critical and even scornful of German racial
thinking, the cause of negative eugenics in Italy was effectively sub-
verted in two different ways: first, by the scientific community itself;
and second, by the absence of political will on the part of the Fascist
regime. Even after 1936, when a combination of a newfound racial
consciousness—derived from the regime’s colonial pursuit in Ethiopia—
and a recourse to anti-Semitism produced a racialist platform for the
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exercise of more extensive bio-political control over the population, the
project lacked the clarity and open-ended ambition of the totalitarian
combination of eugenics and racial nationalism witnessed in National
Socialist Germany.58

Conclusions

With hindsight, it becomes clear that the Weimar Republic failed to
curb radical, counter-paradigmatic trends, or to ensconce sufficient
safeguards able to function as a bulwark against them. By allowing a
supremely modern space of seemingly unbound opportunity and free-
dom, it perversely nurtured dangerous and illusory beliefs in the
fringes of social space. The notion that the Weimar republic functioned
as a laboratory of extreme scenarios—kept at bay due to the overall
political orientation of republican elites up to 1929—is crucial for
understanding the swiftness of the transition to the totalitarian models
of the post-1933 period. In other words, the Weimar period witnessed
the charting of a plethora of modern but decidedly contradictory pos-
sibilities for the future. Some were congruent with the liberal experi-
ments of the 1920s, while others moved in the opposite direction.
Sexual liberation, the novel sense of social tolerance, political plural-
ism, and progressive social engineering all carried their own nemesis:
their swift implementation during the 1920s afforded their radical
negations ammunition for a counter-attack, even on the level of rhetor-
ical exchanges, perfectly in accordance with the spirit of democratic
freedom. The tenuous consensus vis-à-vis social integration that char-
acterized the Weimar period was uncontested neither by radical nation-
alist undercurrents, nor by a progressive authoritarianism of state pow-
er or bio-politics. If negative eugenics represented an escalation on the
scientific level, the rise of National Socialism articulated an escalation
of nationalism and statism that worked in a similar direction. The shift
from pluralism to singularity, from the individual to the national body,
from multidimensional social intervention to principles of prescription,
all became possible on the basis of an intersection between different
strands of totality, each feeding off and nurturing one another.

The absence of scientific and political support for extreme negative
eugenic measures outside Germany was generally matched by wider
social opposition to the ethical code underpinning them. The realiza-
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tion of the totalitarian potential of Nazi bio-politics sidestepped public
opposition—in the case of measures such as the T-4 (“euthanasia”) by
shrouding the project in utter secrecy—which meant that the complicity
of the scientific establishment was more or less guaranteed.59 Never-
theless, clear-cut distinctions are problematic. While the totality of the
National Socialist eliminationist vision was neither entertained nor
accepted elsewhere, particular lethal prescriptions found enthusiastic
disciples in Central and Southeast Europe. Racial measures proposed
and introduced in one European country were often suggested or emu-
lated in other countries. It is precisely at this point that one may speak
of the National Socialist case as the purveyor of a moral and political
“licence” to eliminationism across Europe. What was missing else-
where, however, was the holistic, limitless scope of intervention—
exemplified in Germany under National Socialism. It was there and
then that a unique combination of factors came together. It was there
that the disorienting effects of “high” modernity (the violent reaction
to the disintegration of the cosmic order that it bred, the sense of a loss
of meaning and direction in which individual and collective existence
could be anchored) and an explosive surplus of discordant energies that
it had hosted pointed in the direction of a revolutionary re-ordering of
history. A process of advanced, but uneven and precarious, liberaliza-
tion afforded radical utopia. Neither the extremity of the solutions nor
the weakness of their various counterbalances were particular to inter-
war Germany; what was unique was their lethal coincidence under the
authority of a regime transfixed by the prospect of the realization of
the bio-political totalitarian chimera.60
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Tunnel Visions and Mysterious Trees: 

Modernist Projects of National and Racial

Regeneration, 1880–1939

Roger Griffin

The No could not be so powerful if there were not simultaneously in
our midst a Yes worth fighting for that is lethal to it; if beneath the
veils separating us from life, below the nihilism of the new age, there
did not stir all the time a force unknown to our morality or imagina-
tion, one which has been constantly thwarted by every sort of fear 
and obstacle. It is via this hazardous path that almost everything has
reached us, fleeing a world inhospitable to life so as to find refuge in
us as gardeners of the most mysterious tree, a tree which has yet to
grow. In us alone the light still burns while earth and heaven collapse
all around: the supreme creative, philosophical moment has arrived.

Ernst Bloch, The Spirit of Utopia, 19161

With these words Ernst Bloch (1885–1977), later to become famous as
one of the most original thinkers in the history of Marxism, articulated
a paradoxical, defiant optimism just as the First World War and the
fate of the entire Western world seemed to be reaching an apocalyptic
climax. Anticipating the theme of his monumental Principle of Hope
(1954–1959), written in exile from Nazism two decades later, The Spirit
of Utopia, couched in an abstruse metaphysical register, presents the
Marxist project to create a just social order not as the product of mate-
rial factors, but as a palingenetic, Nietzschean leap beyond the void of
contemporary nihilism.2 However, its immediate relevance to contex-
tualizing the variants of European eugenics and racial nationalism that
are the subject of this book lies in Bloch’s visionary sense of belong-
ing to an elite whose mission is not just to usher in an era of certainty
and light where there is now chaos and darkness, but to act as garden-
ers; that is arrogating the power to decide what shall be planted and
encouraged to thrive, and what shall be cut back or rooted out on behalf
of a society otherwise doomed to self-annihilation. This conclusive
chapter probes into the deeper historical substrata underlying these
metaphors in the context of early-twentieth-century European moder-



nity in the hope of casting fresh light on the complex relationship
between nationalism and the modernist revolt against decadence. In
doing so, the chapter hopes to illuminate a hidden stratum of the ideo-
logical and cultural factors that shaped the aspirations of cultural, sci-
entific and political elites in Europe, urging them to establish human-
ity’s future on more robust and healthy foundations through forms of
eugenically conceived nationalism. 

The starting point for this analysis is the recurrence of two conspic-
uous features of cultural and political nationalism’s confluence with
ethnography, anthropology, demography, public health policies and
eugenics. The first is the harnessing of Enlightenment rationalism,
humanism, and science to the mythic imperative of offering humanity
the prospect of purification and renewal. Closely bound up with this is
the hybrid discourse in which each variant of bio-politics is construct-
ed, one that fuses science and myth, academic scholarship and pop-
ulism, and the cult of knowledge and progress with “atavistic” assump-
tions about the existence of an ethnic essence attached to an organic
nation. This is a discourse which Eric Voegelin (1901–1985) described,
in a seminal essay published in the aftermath of the Second World
War, as “scientism.” He considered the interweaving of the “advance-
ment of science” with “the rationality of politics” in a way that con-
cealed the dynamics of these projects, which he was convinced were
both rooted in the secularized perversion of a mystic, “Gnostic” quest
to transcend the physical universe.3

The thesis explored here is that the origins of scientistic nationalism
lie not, as Voegelin believed, in the contamination of natural science
and rationality by the atavistic metaphysics of Gnosticism. Instead,
such a contamination is to be sought in the paradoxical synthesis pro-
moted by modernity, particularly of rationalist and scientific notions 
of progress with archetypal longings for cyclic rebirth, which far tran-
scend the parameters and perimeters of European culture. In order to
contrast this argument with traditional assumptions that racial national-
ism is the product of a reactionary nostalgia for “how things were,”
this chapter is broken into two parts. The first establishes the revolu-
tionary dynamic at the heart of modernism, while the second focuses
on the modernist dimension of racial and eugenic forms of nationalism
that emerged with particular vigor within the technocratic circles of
interwar Europe. 
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I. “The Yes worth fighting for”: The Palingenetic

Dynamics of Modernism

This chapter does not treat politicized nationalism and racism as the
exclusive fruits of modernity, let alone as phenomena peculiar to
Western Europe. What it does suggest is that “high modernity,”4 which
resulted when the corrosive impact of modernization on traditional
European society gained increased momentum in the late nineteenth
century, played a formative role in bringing about the fusion of a pur-
portedly scientific understanding of race with the programmatic mis-
sion to bring about national renewal, which is one of the defining fea-
tures of interwar variants of ultra-nationalism.5 It is this synthesis that
endowed visions of social regeneration and a new order, shaped by
racial nationalism, with a destructive potential of unprecedented feroc-
ity if they were ever to be enacted by a modern industrialized state as
the basis of a new social order. 

The corollary of everything associated with progress in liberal, cap-
italist, scientific, and technological terms was modernity’s growing
power to erode religious certainties, undermine customs, disturb the
homogeneity of cultural communities, sap the vitality of religious faith,
and destroy both the sense of unbroken continuity with the past and
the predictability of the future. This expressed itself phenomenologi-
cally as the diffusion in society of a “malaise,”6 an ill-described sense
of loss of spiritual bearings,7 of exile from some primordial existential
home.8

The pioneers of modern sociology found different ways to make
this protracted cultural malaise accessible to enquiry by Enlightenment
rationalism. Max Weber, for instance, concentrated on the process of
rationalization itself, the concomitant of which was the progressive
“disenchantment” of the world and the privatization of metaphysical
experience, to a point where “the individual can pursue his quest for
salvation only as an individual.”9 Convergent ways of conceptualizing
the erosive impact of modernity are evident in Ferdinand Tönnies’ the-
sis that the relatively cohesive organic “community” (Gemeinschaft)
was being replaced by a loose-knit, atomized “society” (Gesellschaft);10

Émile Durkheim’s theory of the breakdown of “mechanical solidarity”
and the spread of anomie;11 Georg Simmel’s investigation of the psy-
chological impact of the rise of materialism and urban life; and Walter
Benjamin’s memorable image of modernity as a “storm of progress”
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whose force drives the “Angelus Novus” back from the steadily rising
detritus that it produces.12

Far from rejecting such approaches, modern cultural theory has
built on and enriched them further. Thus the literary critic Friedric
Jameson writes of modernity as a “catastrophe” that “dashes tradition-
al structures to pieces, sweeps away the sacred, undermines immemo-
rial habits and inherited languages, and leaves the world as a set of raw
materials to be reconstructed rationally.”13 Zygmunt Bauman approach-
es the same phenomenon from a different angle by stressing the way in
which modernity radically fragments the relative cohesion of pre-mod-
ern societies, installing “dysfunctionality as its functionality,” and
opening up the alternative of experiencing the world as either order or
chaos in untold conceptions or combinations of both concepts. The
result is a pervasive sense of ambivalence and the irresolvable fuzzi-
ness of all the categories and boundaries that once enabled human
beings to interpret experience and negotiate the world communally as
a stable, meaningful entity.14

For the model of modernity that we are constructing here, the tem-
poral dimension of its “dysfunctionality” is of central concern. The
pioneer of this line of investigation (though curiously omitted from
several more recent works on the subject) is Mircea Eliade (1907–
1986), who—after his own disillusionment with the prospects of the
spiritual rebirth of society offered by the Romanian Iron Guard—
wrote a number of seminal texts documenting the universality of the
experience of sacred time and space in pre-modern societies. He con-
trasted this with Western European modernity that exposes its inhabi-
tants to the “terror of history,” the sense of being engulfed by a totally
desecrated, undifferentiated, meaningless “chronos,” or profane linear
time.15 Anthony Giddens is unwittingly treading in Eliade’s footsteps
when he writes of the “disembedding” impact of high modernity that
“empties out” time and space.16 In the same vein, Elissa Marder has
used the works of Baudelaire and Flaubert as documents of the “tem-
poral disorders” of modernity, whose bitter fruit is a decentred, deraci-
nated space, and a disjointed time without transcendence. It is the
prevalence of this “dead time” which prevents individuals from trans-
lating immediate sensation (what Walter Benjamin called “Erlebnis”)
into “Erfahrung,” or meaningful experience, as part of a coherent nar-
rative.17 Marder’s exposition of the deeper connotations of Baudelaire’s
recurrent image of the sky within the cycle of poems “Ideal and
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Spleen” draws attention to the way modernity has destroyed the firma-
ment “which shapes the world and gives it dimensions; thus it provides
a home for those who live under its shelter.”18 The result has been the
collective fall into a disenchanted “chronos” that forms a central motif
of the 1857 Fleurs du Mal (The Flowers of Evil), one that encapsulates
the evil which he strives to convert into beauty through the alchemy of
poetry. 

Such exquisitely aestheticized pessimism epitomizes the lush
metaphorical jungle that has grown up in modern poetry, fed by under-
ground streams of metaphysical energy liberated by the loss of a terra
firma (coelum firmum?) on which to ground the modern experience of
the sacred. The result for many is a protracted, insatiable ennui punctu-
ated by epiphanies, unsustainable moments of lightness of being and
glimpses of higher states of consciousness, which only make the fallen
state of everyday life more intolerable.

The Luxuriance of Cultural Decadence

In the decades following the publication of Les Fleurs du mal, the
impression of accelerating cultural disenchantment and disintegration
became so widely diffused in Western Europe that Baudelaire came to
be treated as one of the first articulators of the anomic experience of
modernity. In the twentieth century, Franz Kafka (1883–1924) has
come to occupy a similarly iconic status in the collective imagination
precisely because he explored in naturalistic detail the oneiric experi-
ence of being in the “wrong” place and asking the “wrong” questions
when confronted by events that tantalizingly elude rational compre-
hension and control. In one of his published diary notes, he vividly
evokes the sense of disorientation and the “emptying out” of time and
space under high modernity with a sustained metaphor of passengers
surviving a crash in a railway tunnel. We are unable to make out which
is the exit and which is the entrance, but “all around us we can see,
because of the confusion of our senses or the extreme sensitivity of our
senses, unearthly creatures, and a kaleidoscopic play of images which,
according to the mood and the degree of injury of the individual, is
either entrancing or exhausting.”19 In his short prose piece “Conversa-
tion with a supplicant,” Kafka describes a man praying with ostenta-
tious piety in a church, who finally confesses to the narrator: “There
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has never been a time in which I have been convinced from within
myself that I am alive. You see, I have only such a defective awareness
of things around me that I always feel they were once real and are now
falling away. I have a constant longing, my dear sir, to catch a glimpse
of things as they may have been before they show themselves to me. 
I feel that then they were calm and beautiful. It must be so, for I often
hear people talking about them as though they were.”20

In the present context, however, what is important about the pas-
sage from Kafka is that it uses terms whose etymology alludes to the
dominant metaphor of the late nineteenth century for evoking the dis-
orienting, anomic nature of modernity among an entire generation:
decadence. The term derives from the Latin “to fall,” and indicates
another analogy, deeply rooted in the human metaphorical faculty,
between falling and the loss of reality, vitality, or health, producing in
English such words as “decay” (from decadere via French), collapse
(from the Latin stem labi, to slip, slide, or fall), and decline (from the
Latin for “sinking away”). Likewise in German, there is an audible
link between fallen (to fall) and verfallen (to decay), and in Italian
between cadente (falling), scadente (defective, shoddy), and decaden-
za (decadence). In the passage from Kafka cited above, “falling away”
renders the German versinkend (literally “sinking away”), while the
phrase “defective awareness” translates hinfälliges Bewusstsein, that
is, the “sense of things falling away.” 

“Decadence” appears to be an archetype of human experience, and
certainly not one confined to the late nineteenth century, or to any one
aspect of reality. An obsession with Rome’s decline or imminent destruc-
tion and its need for renewal (renovatio) haunted the Romans centuries
before its actual collapse as the centre of imperial power.21 The endur-
ing fame of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, written
at the height of the Enlightenment, may be attributed to the link it
makes in the human historical imagination between moral and social
decadence and the waning of political power. It is within the “cultural
field” of modernity, however, that “falling” acquires particularly rich
connotations in the artistic imagination.22

The hidden nexus between a generalized sense of cultural dissolu-
tion and the fall into secularized, profane time is exposed in forensic
detail in the writings of E. M. Cioran (1911–1995). In particular, his
1948 Précis de décomposition (A Short History of Decay) can be seen
as the twin of La chute dans le temps (The Fall into Time) of 1964.
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These soliloquies on the human condition are unsurpassed in their sar-
donic dissection of the decadent state of modern civilization and the
putrefaction of modern life. These texts stand in marked contrast to the
optimism he expressed for the possibility of Romania’s salvation from
decadence when he was an enthusiastic supporter of the Romanian
Iron Guard.23 The connotations of primordial sin which “falling”
acquires in the Christianized West (also haunting Baudelaire’s poetry)
were dramatized in Friedrich Dürrenmatt’s Kafkaesque short story of
1952, Der Tunnel (The Tunnel), in which a train enters a railway tun-
nel and, instead of crashing, begins to career ever more vertically
downwards into the bowels of the earth. A terrified passenger yells:
“What are we to do?” The reply comes: “Nothing. God let us fall, and
so we are plunging down to him,” implying “Modern Man’s” collec-
tive fall from grace, a fate that cannot be escaped through technologi-
cal advance or by anaesthetizing existential time with the commuter’s
time, yet another poisoned fruit of rationalization. 

It was in the latter part of the nineteenth century that the combined
work of countless European artists produced a glittering display of
kaleidoscopic images to evoke the modern fate of living out the death
throes of an effete civilization and an accompanying mood of personal
exhaustion, one alternating with desperate bouts of hedonism bent on
extracting perverse sensuous pleasures as the world collapsed on all
sides. The prospect that contemporary history was literally the fin de
siècle, not just in a calendrical but in an eschatological sense, became a
leitmotiv of the times to a point where “decadence” became a European
buzzword, subsequently entering cultural history as a period concept.24

The decadents themselves were far from having any sort of common
program or organizational centre. In retrospect, however, all their work
can be seen as highly personal attempts to find verbal, visual, musical,
or plastic form for the unprecedented cultural malaise, induced by the
sense that Western European civilization, while progressing economi-
cally and technologically in ever more spectacular fashion, was actual-
ly—unbeknown to the vast majority of its inhabitants—sinking ever
more deeply into a process of spiritual decline and moral bankruptcy.
As an art movement, decadence thus expressed the phenomenological
reality of the disenchantment, anomie, and breakdown of community
being conceptually modeled by the major sociologists of the day. In
different ways, the “perversion” explored by Gustave Flaubert’s
Salammbô (1862), or Joris-Karl Huysman’s A Rebours (1884) can be
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seen as elaborate, super-refined “objective correlatives” of a growing
disjuncture between the European society’s increasing technological,
material, military, scientific, imperial, and capitalist power, and its cul-
tural (moral, ideological, religious, spiritual, artistic) cohesion.

The Dark Side of the Moon

Once hypostatized, “Decadence” is generally associated with an artis-
tic movement. However, it was in the sphere of the natural sciences
that a growing concern with the pathology of modern progress was to
have its most profound social consequences. In 1857, the same year
that Baudelaire published Les Fleurs du mal (itself a composition 
on decomposition), the appearance of Bénédict Morel’s Traité des
dégénerescences physiques, intellectuelles et morales de l’espèce
humaine (Treatise of the Moral, Intellectual and Physical Degeneration
of the Human Race) portrayed the main threat to the progress of civi-
lization as stemming not from external enemies and inferior races
abroad, but from the unchecked proliferation of hereditary pathologi-
cal conditions within France’s own population. Two years before, the
Comte de Gobineau’s Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines (Essay
on the Inequality of Human Races) had issued a dire warning about the
long-term impact racial mixing had on the Aryan qualities of
Europeans, a process which would inevitably lead to a decline in racial
vigor and the ultimate collapse of Western civilization. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the alarm of both cul-
tural and scientific elites at the pernicious effects of physical and
moral decay can be seen as a direct corollary of the dominant ideology
of the Europeanized world—namely, the unbroken linear ascent of
humanity from the primitive to the peak of civilization, the shadow of
the Enlightenment view of progress.25 Paradoxically, the fear of
degeneration, rather than being the fruit of a healthy climate of scien-
tific objectivity, was itself the product of morbid fears and pathological
fixations. Accordingly, the dream of using science to promote a “healthy
race” itself contained unhealthy components, much as psychoanalysis
was for the Viennese critic Karl Kraus (1874–1936) “an illness for
which it claims to be the cure.”26

In his Faces of Degeneration: A European Disorder c. 1848–c. 1918,
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Daniel Pick has charted the development of growing concern in scien-
tific circles with genetically determined pathological conditions in the
decades preceding the First World War, and the threat they posed to the
“healthy” population by the allegedly physiological degeneracy of
entire social groups which predisposed them to lives of dissolution.27

Inevitably, fears of the threat posed by degeneracy to European civi-
lization gave rise to concerns about the health of the nation in particu-
lar. The concern of French artists and positivists with degeneration is
inextricably connected to the obsession with national decline that fol-
lowed France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871), and
the exacerbated mood of revanchisme arising from the loss of Alsace-
Lorraine that fed currents of ultra-nationalism and racism.28 The most
iconic text for the interweaving of the themes of cultural, physiologi-
cal, psychological and national health in this period was written in
Paris, not by a Frenchman but by a former medical student of Jewish-
Hungarian background, Max Nordau (1849–1923). His 1883 Die kon-
ventionellen Lügen der Kulturmenscheit (The Conventional Lies of
Society), and especially the 1892 Entartung (Degeneration), encapsu-
lated the late-nineteenth-century Zeitgeist so well that they both achieved
international bestseller status with their broad-brushed panorama of
the pathological symptoms affecting Europe’s fin-de-siècle. One critic
has summarized the central theme of Entartung in terms that dovetail
perfectly with Zygmunt Bauman’s description of the Age of Ambiva-
lence: “forms have become blurred, boundaries upset, order forsaken,
logic and values abandoned—all in favor of undisciplined chaos.”29

In a populist register that merged medical, socioeconomic, political
and cultural discourses with a fervor that at times smacked of a hyster-
ical, neurosthenic disposition, Nordau depicted modern society as
threatened by a rising tide of madness, suicide, crime, deviancy, hyste-
ria and neurasthenia.30 These were associated with other symptoms of
a culture that had lost its way, such as the fad for occultism, subversive
forms of utopian politics, and the outpouring of modish literature and
painting in which a taste for the perverse, the erotic, the sick, the mor-
bid, the prurient, the sadistic, the distorted and the debauched prevailed
over classical norms of serenity, rationality and the sublime. In short,
Nordau was convinced civilization was threatened by a “severe mental
epidemic,” one comparable to a “Black Death of degeneration and
hysteria.”31
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Palingenetic Pessimism as a Response to Liminality

True to the ambiguous character of modernity, there was another side
to Nordau’s vision of the world. Entartung ends not on a note of bleak
pessimism but triumphant optimism, to a point where one critic sug-
gests that his book should have been called “regeneration.”32 The prin-
ciples of Social Darwinism that informed his diagnosis dictated that, in
the coming century, those best adapted to modernity would survive, so
that those embodying life-asserting forces of health and civilization
would eventually prevail over physical, psychological and artistic
degeneracy. But there is a caveat: the “fittest” are warned in the last
pages that in order to prevail they may have to be prepared to beat to
death the anti-social “vermin” who threaten their world. It is perhaps
no coincidence that the term Nordau used for “vermin” was Ungeziefer,
precisely what the office-worker Gregor Samsa found he had turned
into after a night of restless dreams in Kafka’s 1912 Die Verwandlung
(The Metamorphosis). 

In 1897, Nordau was able to give full vent to the latent social utopi-
anism that was the flipside of his pessimism when he gave a speech to
the Second Jewish Congress in Basel. In it, he suggested that Zionism
should be understood as a moral, national, and corporeal revolution in
which the awakening power of Jewish nationalism went hand in hand
with the emergence of a new breed—the “Muscular Jewry” (Muskel-
judentum)—the Jewish counterpart of the “muscular Christianity”
being preached at the time,33 one which needed to measure up physi-
cally as well as spiritually to the heroic tasks involved in the creation
of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. This “new” Jew, the epitome of
masculine values, combined the mental alertness and courage of a war-
rior with the strength and stamina of an athlete, and was the diametric
opposite of the image of the sickly, physically repulsive “intellectual”
or “professional” Jew cultivated by the anti-Semitic propaganda of the
day, the product of a dysgenic urban life which deprived them of the
revitalizing contact with nature and the dignity of manual labor. Not
surprisingly, Nordau enthusiastically supported the foundation of the
newly founded Jewish Gymnastics Association (Jüdische Turnerschaft);
and, in 1900, he wrote an article for its newspaper which presented it
as a major step towards the physical regeneration of the Jewish race
that was the precondition of the fulfillment of the Zionist project.34

Most major thinkers and social commentators of the late nineteenth
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century who discussed matters of racial health or the state of civiliza-
tion were keen to promote renewal and revitalization in terms that
betrayed growing alarm at the proliferating symptoms of society’s
moral and physiological degeneracy. Whereas, in the mid-nineteenth
century, Gobineau had made gloomy prognostications about the long-
term prospects of the white race, by the 1880s, Social Darwinist “racial
experts” such as Francis Galton, Thomas Huxley and Cesare Lombroso
were all convinced of the state’s potential to introduce interventionist
measures based on the latest medical knowledge and scientific under-
standing that could, if not rid society of degeneracy, at least minimize
its debilitating effects on the healthy, and reverse national decline. In
fact, the striking contrast between Gobineau and Nordau, or between
Cioran in his fascist phase, when he believed in Romania’s imminent
resurrection from decay, and the bottomless well of logorrheic despair
he fell into after the war, suggest the need to distinguish between two
types of pessimism: a fatalistic one in which decline and entropy are
seen as ineluctable, and a palingenetic variety which envisages the
possibility that civilization can pull out of its nose-dive towards destruc-
tion just in time for it to assume a cyclic shape imbued with the “telos”
of rebirth and renewed life.35

While research may have shown that optimism does not increase
the prospects for cure of lung-cancer patients, from the point of view
of evolutionary ethics, a case could be made for the survival value of
the human predisposition to adopt a “Positive Mental Attitude,”36 to
create utopias through which to imagine ways out of an intolerable
present. Evidence for the existence of an archetypal human drive to
counteract threats to the community through the generation of utopias
is provided by what is known to anthropologists as “revitalization move-
ments.” These are described by the pioneering expert on the social
function of ritual, Victor Turner, as emerging at times of “marked cul-
tural change and its accompanying personal psychological stress” as
an attempt “to revitalize a traditional institution, while endeavoring to
eliminate alien persons, customs, values, even material culture from
the experience of those undergoing painful change.” When a tribe is
threatened by a more powerful one, “revitalistic movements tend to
take on a religious character” which involves the “ludic combination
of old and new cultural components,” and the emergence of “new
prophets” whose dreams and visions experienced in shamanistic trance
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become translated into new myths and rituals embodying the emer-
gence of an “existential communitas.”37

For Turner, a crucial factor in the dynamics of revitalization move-
ments was that the objective crisis to the tribe’s well-being and way of
life had created a temporary liminal period in which an entire society
moved from one state to another, and thus experienced the triadic process
that is the feature of all rites de passages: separation from one state 
of social reality, entry into a marginal or threshold (limen) state, and
finally reintegration within a new state. The imminent threat of cultur-
al annihilation is warded off by improvising a new cultural basis for
survival through a process of mythic recombination, synthesis, and
“reaggregation,” allowing the given tribe to experience collective reju-
venation (its rebirth or palingenesis). Ritual improvisation and mythic
syncretism are thus integral to the human revitalization process, to the
point where “many of the features found in liminal and liminoid situa-
tions come to dominate the new religion, drawing sustenance from
many hitherto separate tribal conditions.”38 At the heart of such a
process lies the mythopoeic drive to restore a primordial, pristine order
of society.39

Liminality and Modernity

Victor Turner stresses the relevance to an understanding of pre-modern
history of his analysis of tribal responses to crises, suggesting that
Christianity and Islam both arose as revitalization movements, and that
“millenarian movements arise in historical situations when society as a
whole, or major groups in it, are in a transitional, liminal state.”40 Yet
in an earlier book, he also fleetingly acknowledged that the progres-
sive complexity of modern society means that “what was, in tribal
society, principally a set of transitional qualities ‘betwixt and between’
defined states of culture and society, has become itself an institutional-
ized state.”41

The explosive heuristic potential for understanding modernity con-
tained in this throw-away remark is fully realized by the sociologist
Arpad Szakolczai. The conclusion to his study of the competing con-
structs of modernization expounded by “reflexive historical sociologists”
such as Weber, Durkheim and Voegelin is a sustained exploration of
the implications of conceiving modernity as a condition of perpetual
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crisis. He argues that the proliferation of ideologies offering revolu-
tionary alternatives to the present order is to be seen as “a response to
the real-world large-scale liminal crisis of the ‘ecumenic age’. (…)
This utopian and eschatological mentality has become incorporated
into the everyday reality of a world that has entered a phase of perma-
nent liminality.”42

Szakolczai was concerned primarily with the sociology of moderni-
ty. But applying the anthropology of tribal liminality to understanding
modern culture in the broadest sense offers a fresh perspective on the
various symptoms of modern society’s dysfunctionality, identified by
sociologists and cultural pessimists alike. It suggests that, at a certain
point, Europeanized society entered a process of accelerating social
“disaggregation” with no immediate prospect of spontaneous, organic
reintegration (“reaggregation”) through which a new homogeneity could
be restored. In other words, an old communitas and cosmological order
has been suspended, but no comparably homogeneous communitas or
new order can emerge to replace it, so that the temporary, the provi-
sional, the transitional have become permanent, and crisis has become
normality. Modern human beings are thus unwitting participants in a
rite de passage with no clearly delimited new state to reach naturally
on the other side of the present chaos and flux, and no possibility of
return to the preceding (largely mythicized) state of relative cultural
integrity and homogeneity. 

Combining Bloch’s “principle of hope” with Szakolczai’s “perma-
nent liminality” makes it both intelligible and predictable that moder-
nity stimulates an instinctive urge to flee away from decay and entropy
and towards rebirth and renewal, thus predisposing its most disaffected
inhabitants to palingenetic rather than entropic forms of pessimism.
Whether the creativity remains hidden in the recesses of a person’s
inner world or is displayed in high-profile religious, social, or political
movements, countless modern initiatives undertaken in the spheres of
art, ideology, society and politics, from occultism to the scouting move-
ment, from expressionism to psychoanalysis, can be seen as attempts
to re-enchant and re-spiritualize the world, abolish anomie, rejuvenate
society, foster a new type of Gemeinschaft, re-embed and re-root (or
“re-enracinate”) society, make time and space full once more, resolve
ambivalence, create order, and find a new spiritual home. The hidden
mainspring of cultural creativity in the thrall of modernity is the instinc-
tive need to put time back on its hinges, to re-erect the vault of heaven
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so as to find shelter, even temporary shelter, beneath a new ontological
firmament. 

In the context of the genesis of bio-politics and racial nationalism,
another feature of Kafka’s work acquires particular significance, namely
the way it defies neat classification into conventional taxonomic cate-
gories of literary genre: terms such as parable, allegory, short story,
science fiction, fantasy, satire, aphorism, fairy tale; or categories such
as symbolism, magic realism, surrealism, humor, tragedy, realism,
irony, satire, fact, fiction all become approximations, while the bound-
aries between “notes,” “fragments,” “drafts” and the final text are frus-
tratingly fuzzy. In Kafka’s case, even the act of writing was carried out
in a liminal space between the private and the public, between person-
al and historical time, between keeping a diary of his “dreamlike inner
life” and the self-conscious creativity of a publishing author, so that
literature and art meld with autobiography and psychosis in a way
reminiscent of the hybrids of humans with animals that are a feature of
his shorter prose pieces. 

This illustrates an important point latent in the vision of modern
human beings as “conglomerations” of disparate fragments of past and
present realities. For the editors of the thirty-five articles comprising
the seminal anthology Modernism 1890–1930, this observation goes to
the very heart of modernism itself: “Modernism was in most countries
an extraordinary compound of the futuristic and the nihilistic, the revo-
lutionary and the conservative, the naturalistic and the symbolistic, the
romantic and the classical. It was a celebration of the technological
age and a condemnation of it; an excited acceptance of the belief that
the old regimes of cultures were over, and a deep despairing in the face
of that fear; a mixture of convictions that the new forms were escapes
from historicism and the pressures of the time with convictions that
they were precisely the living expressions of these things.”43

This rampant syncretism is a pattern entirely consistent with Victor
Turner’s anthropological account of revitalization movements. These,
as we saw earlier, emerge at times of “marked cultural change and its
accompanying personal psychological stress” and “tend to take on a
religious character,” involving the “ludic recombination of old and
new cultural components.”44 As a feature of revitalization movements,
Turner also identified the emergence of “new prophets,” whose dreams
and visions experienced in shamanic trance become translated into
new myths. Certainly, interwar Europe witnessed a proliferation of
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would-be shamans performing the artistic correlative of sacred dances
and magic incantations to transform a reality grown unbearable.
However, as long as the sense of progress and stability was sustained
for the educated classes, and it remained for the bourgeoisie, at least, a
belle époque, the surfeit of rival redemptive visions produced by the
avant-garde remained ignored by the population at large, for whom the
continuum of history was still unbroken. The revitalization movement
that does not move, the shaman who works his magic in private are
thus also symptomatic of modernity. As we shall see in the second part
of this chapter, it was not in the realm of art and aesthetics that mod-
ernism was to have a cataclysmic effect on modern civilization, but in
the alliance that its social and political manifestations formed with the
natural sciences.

II. “Rooting away the noisome weeds”: The Modernism

of Racial Nationalism

Gardener: Go, bind thou up yon dangling apricocks,
Which, like unruly children, make their sire
Stoop with oppression of their prodigal weight:
Give some supportance to the bending twigs.
Go thou, and like an executioner,
Cut off the heads of too fast growing sprays,
That look too lofty in our commonwealth:
All must be even in our government
You thus employed, I will go root away
The noisome weeds, that without profit suck
The soil’s fertility from wholesome flowers.

William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Richard the Second,
Act III, Scene IV

Political Modernism

The thrust of modernism is to break out of the contemporary wasteland
so as to live under a new firmament of time and space and, therefore,
in a re-rooted, re-centred universe. It would be a contradiction in terms
if this taboo and mould-breaking aspiration, both iconoclastic and
iconoplastic, were tethered to a clearly delineated sphere of aesthetics

Tunnel Visions and Mysterious Trees 431



that, perhaps reassuringly for traditionalists, minded its own business.
But by definition modernism cannot produce “art for art’s sake” with-
out wanting to aestheticize the universe. Just as the train accidents and
earthquakes of high modernity at the turn of the nineteenth century
hurled many an original artist or thinker into far-flung orbits of socio-
political and metapolitical utopianism, so the most historically self-
aware experts working at the cutting-edge of social, political, or tech-
nological change, tended to be infused with the regenerative, cyclic
transformative ethos of modernism in ways that conflicted with the
linear progressiveness inscribed into their Enlightenment heritage. 

To be sure, modernism is a term encountered almost exclusively by
students of literature and art history. It is to be considered a cultural
phenomenon, but not if “culture” connotes no more than the safely
domesticated appendage to “leisure and sport,” to which it has been
reduced in the schemes of contemporary liberal governments. Instead,
modernism should be associated with the tectonic, totalizing connota-
tions of culture familiar to anthropologists in the context of Aztec or
ancient Greek culture, where the term denotes an entire socioeconom-
ic, political, ritual and cosmological whole. It is a usage akin to Lewis
Mumford’s concept of the “megamachine,” first expounded in Technics
and Civilization (1934), when so much of Europe and the Americas
had become a vast building site for the completion of gigantic projects
of social metamorphosis. Under modernism, metaphysical ideals and
projects of socio-political renewal leak into, and merge with, each other.

A glimpse of the psychological and ideological matrix behind mod-
ernism’s bid to transform the present is provided by the chapter “The
Shape (Gestalt) of the Inconstruable Question” in Ernst Bloch’s The
Spirit of Utopia, written at the height, or rather in the depths, of the
First World War. His call for a Nietzschean, life-affirming “Yes” is
presented as a visionary, visceral rejection of the encroaching nihilism
of the age in which “the descending fog grows ever thicker, and with it
a pervasive ambiguity about what marks the threshold to be crossed,
confusing us about where to direct our energies once more and shroud-
ing our goals in uncertainty.” In an early expression of the “principle
of hope”—whose exhaustive exploration as a human and historical
phenomenon was to become the basis of his magnum opus (which pro-
vides the epigraph to this chapter)45—Bloch finds “the paradoxical
courage to prophesy that light will burst forth from the fog.”46

The passage proceeds to express Bloch’s conviction—itself mes-
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sianic and utopian given the state of European society and his total
obscurity outside narrow Marxist circles at the time—that he was per-
sonally charged by unspecified higher forces to become a “gardener”
with the mission of cultivating “the most mysterious tree.” This organ-
ic metaphor evokes the emergence of an entirely new order that will
subsume art, society, politics, and history itself. In this way, from a
deeply idealist cast of mind, the modernist vision becomes a psycho-
logical Gestalt from which action inevitably flows.

The view of modernism emerging here is one that stresses the role
played in it by palingenetic, “metaphysically constitutive” myth, and
the way such myth is not just a feature of artistic creativity at the turn
of the twentieth century, but one that informs ambitious projects of
cultural and socio-political transformation. Both revolutionary and
counter-revolutionary forms of political modernism may be seen as
attempts to combat the liminality of modernity, and the accompanying
sense of chaos and dissolution; its complexity and amorphousness
inspire those who long for a completely comprehensible, ordered, con-
trollable world. 

Technocratic Modernism

But totalitarian politics is not the only conspicuous manifestation of
the modernist drive to achieve a new temporality that resolves the
ambivalence and decadence of the present. A substantial section of
Peter Osborne’s The Politics of Time (1995) meticulously reconstructs
the process by which a major academic philosopher such as Martin
Heidegger, working within the “cultural force field”47 peculiar to mod-
ernism, could become, however temporarily, a convinced and proac-
tive Nazi.48 Once he moved from contemplating the phenomenology
of modernity’s ontological crisis to considering the historical process
of spiritual decline that was allegedly producing it, he was fatally
attracted into the orbit of a form of revolutionary politics that seemed
to share his diagnosis and offer practical solutions to its “cosmic”
implementation. 

This philosophical modernism had its counterpart in other spheres
rarely associated with culture in the narrow aesthetic sense of the word.
We have already suggested that phenomena such as the occult revival
or the cults that developed round figures such as Ibsen, Nietzsche,
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D’Annunzio, Wagner, and Bergson, should all be seen as symptoms 
of “cultural modernism,” one conceived as a countervailing force to
the anomie bred by permanent liminality. However, this cultural mod-
ernism itself had even wider social reverberations. The confluence
between the experience of modernity and developments in the fields of
technology and modern physics is well-charted territory;49 but, more
recently, Ronald Schleifer has demonstrated the reciprocal relationship
between aesthetic modernism and radical changes of thinking within
early-twentieth-century mathematics, physics, analytical philosophy,
and even economics.50 The resulting perspective emphasizes how mis-
conceived it is to assume that there is some sort of basic contradiction
of mindset or temporality at work when educated elites associated with
some of the iconic progressive activities of modernity, such as sub-
atomic physics, civil and mechanical engineering, genetics, medicine
or town planning, willingly lent their expertise to promoting forms of
right-wing extremism generally associated with reaction. An example
of such flawed logic underlies Jeffrey Herf’s thesis that the espousal of
Nazism by some of Weimar’s leading figures in science and technolo-
gy combined a progressive with a regressive current of thinking, which
he summed up in the phrase “reactionary modernism.” Yet within the
virulently anti-traditional ethos of modernity, any form of radical reac-
tion against the status quo is itself imparted with a futural momentum.
As Peter Osborne points out, the terms “conservative revolutionary” 
or “reactionary modernism” do not point to conflicting but to comple-
mentary temporalities: reaction is itself a revolutionary force.51

It is entirely consistent with this line of argument that in the early
twentieth century there should have arisen a powerful current of pro-
grammatic and technocratic modernism bent on reversing decadence
and decay, with an elective affinity not just with a wide range of aes-
thetic modernisms, but with political modernisms of the liberal centre,
the socialist Left or the nationalist Right. In fact, it is precisely those
trained to see the world as transformable through scientific and tech-
nological expertise that are likely to be the most predisposed to “cele-
brate and identify with the triumphs of modern science, art, technology,
economics, politics; with all the activities that enable mankind to do
what the Bible said only God could do: to ‘make all things anew’.”52

This is nowhere more evident than in the sphere of architecture and
town planning. In his classic survey of artistic modernism, The Shock
of the New, Robert Hughes observed “The generation of northern
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European architects who came to professional age between 1910 and
1920 was profoundly charged by a sense of the millennium—the literal
renewal of history at the end of a thousand-year cycle, the beginning
of the twentieth century.”53 It was in this spirit that, in 1919, Walter
Gropius (1883–1969) used the launching of the official manifesto of
the Marxist Work Council for Art in Berlin to proclaim that: “There
are no architects today, we are all of us merely preparing the way for
him who will build gardens out of deserts and pile up wonders in the
sky.”54 However, while Gropius was drawn to the revolutionary Left,
Charles-Edouard Le Corbusier (1887–1965), another visionary of
architectural transformation, was drawn to the fascist Right,55 while
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969), on the other hand, produced
some impressive architectural designs for the Third Reich before going
on to create a number of skyscrapers in the US that later became
emblems of Western capitalism and the “Free World.”56

In the aftermath of the First World War, when both politics and
technocracy were infused by the palingenetic spirit of modernism, an
endless supply of architects and planners eagerly made themselves
available to the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century in order to
create the spaces and structures that would both physically and sym-
bolically eliminate the decadence of the past and embody the new age.57

However, the roots of this development lay in the late nineteenth cen-
tury when “decadence” gave way to “modernism” as the dominant
avant-garde mood, and when the cosmopolitan metropolis began to be
seen as a fomenter of physical and moral degeneracy able to be over-
come only through a type of resolute action consonant with a rapidly
accelerating modernity. 

It was a sign of the times, then, that the concept of the garden city
as a source of regeneration was pioneered almost contemporaneously
by the Englishman Ebenezer Howard (1850–1926) in his To-morrow:
A Peaceful Path to Real Reform (1898), and by the German Theodor
Fritsch (1852–1933), whose Die Stadt der Zukunft (The City of the
Future) appeared two years earlier.58 For both men, town planning was
destined to assume the role in the social engineering of public or national
health that Max Nordau hoped would be played by the combination of
athleticism and nationalism in overcoming the degeneracy of the Jews as
a people. The difference was that, while Howard’s utopianism remained
firmly within the tradition of Enlightenment humanism, Fritsch’s was
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informed by an obsession with racial hygiene and the preservation of
the völkisch essence of the German people, an obsession that made
him into one of the most prolific publicists of anti-Semitism in history. 

Racial Nationalism as a Modernist Hybrid

Once set within the conceptual framework of modernity that we previ-
ously established, the various permutations of racial nationalism exam-
ined in this volume can be seen in a fresh light. Far from being expres-
sions of anti-modern reaction, an atavistic regression to barbarism, or
the desperate mystifications and populist hysteria of a beleaguered
capitalism, scientific racism can be viewed as manifestations of the
modern revolt against decadence which fused two distinct currents of
modernism: ultra-nationalism and eugenics. The last decade has seen a
bewildering proliferation of theories about the dynamics of populist
nationalism, known under such codenames as primordialism, perenni-
alism, ethno-symbolism, pre-modernism, industrial modernism, Marxist
modernism, Marxist postmodernism, and feminism.59 What has been
generally obscured in the flood of competing constructions of the top-
ic, however, is that the emergence of ultra-nationalism in late-nine-
teenth-century Europe (also known as Romantic, organic, identity, eth-
nic, ethnocratic, or tribal nationalism) is an outstanding manifestation
of the instinctive collective attempt to erect a bulwark against the sav-
agely deracinating and disembedding impact of the “storm of progress”;
or, rather, “the hurricane of modernity.” It was as part of the revolt
against encroaching liminality—and hence as a form of cultural mod-
ernism on a par with the occult revival or the Wagner cult—that the
forces of ultra-nationalism turned highly mythicized versions of national
traditions into the source of a mass-mobilizing political religion. 

These modern revitalization movements sanctified their war on cos-
mopolitanism, materialism, Jews, atomization, hedonism, rising im-
morality, and various other signs of degeneration by furnishing them-
selves with spontaneously generated creeds and rituals whose thrust
was towards inaugurating a triumphant phase of renewal and regenera-
tion after an age of decay.60 This occurred against the background of
cultural movements that celebrated the idea of a precious national
essence, one silently haemorrhaging into the “asphalt culture”61 of the
modern world. Even before the First World War, ideologues of völ-
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kisch nationalism and political anti-Semitism were hard at work in a
number of European countries, forging a discourse viscerally opposed
to communist collectivism and liberal individualism (both “decadent”
phenomena). By the same token, they sought to turn the cause of
national unity—whether irredentist, revanchist, secessionist, anti-
imperialist, or imperialist—into the crusade of a political religion con-
structed through a combination of shared history, language, geography,
religion, or culture.62 It was a religion legitimated by its own martyrs,
heroes, and charismatic leaders, and rationalized by rewriting and dis-
torting the memory of the past to provide narratives of national rebirth. 

Therefore, what drove the late-nineteenth-century explosion of
nationalist mythopoeia was not primarily the past-oriented reaction of
capitalism to socialism, or the ambition of conservative ruling elites,
seized by the fear of being engulfed by the rise of democracy, to beguile
the masses into supporting the status quo. Rather it was the subliminal
terror of an utterly disenchanted “chronos,” of the endless cul-de-sac
of liminality, of an irrevocably decentred, rootless, unbounded, demy-
thologized, anonymous future. Ultra-nationalism is thus sapped by the
very forces that nourish liberal nationalism: rationalism, individualism,
secularism, science, cosmopolitanism, inter-cultural exchange. It thrives
on latent fears of decadence and dissolution. As Cioran sarcastically
observed: “A nation dies when it no longer has the strength to invent
new gods, new myths, new absurdities; its idols blur and vanish; it
seeks them elsewhere and feels alone before unknown monsters.”63

In its quest for revitalizing idols, some currents of ultra-nationalism
became entwined with an originally quite distinct strand of modernism—
technocratic rather than cultural—that we have already encountered:
eugenics. Though often assumed to be a branch of the natural sciences,
as a discourse, eugenics has a mongrel ancestry. On the scientific side,
its rise is influenced by the attempts of eighteenth-century anthropolo-
gists to find a taxonomy for the different phenotypes of human beings
discovered as a result of European geographical exploration; the devel-
opment of physical and cultural anthropology; Darwinian theories of
natural selection; and Mendel’s groundbreaking empirical work on the
laws of heredity, which established several basic principles of genetic
research some forty years before the formulation of modern genetic
theory in the early 1900s. On the mythic side, a decisive role was
played by imperialism, Eurocentrism, Social Darwinism, the rise of
positivism, and the belief in the mission of white, male, scientific,
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technocratic, and bureaucratic elites to manage civilization in the best
interests of the untold masses of the poor at home and the “primitive”
abroad. Of course, a decisive mythic ingredient was the result of a
growing nineteenth-century obsession with decay and degeneracy,
which fed countless expressions of scientifically rationalized cultural
pessimism torn, at a mythic level, between fatalism and palingenetic
utopianism.

The term “eugenics” was coined by Francis Galton (1822–1911) in
the last chapter of his autobiographical Inquiries into Human Faculty
and Social Development (1883), “Race Improvement.” However, in
the two-part article “Hereditary Character and Talent,” written in 1864,
he had already formulated the fundamental principle behind what was
to become identified with the new science: the laws of heredity, already
applied to breeding livestock, could serve as the basis for measures
designed to improve the blood-stock of human beings. The prospect
was that the “men and women of the present day” would be “to those
we might hope to bring into existence what the pariah dogs of the
streets of an Eastern town are to our own highly-bred varieties.”64

It was against the background of the growing concern with degen-
eracy both within and outside academia that Galton developed his
sense of personal mission to turn the utopia of breeding a regenerated
human race into a reality, and that his theories achieved such extraor-
dinary international resonance in the educated circles of the day.65

Galton was himself dimly aware that eugenics was a hybrid of science
and myth, and that his passionate commitment to promoting it was as
much a matter of social engineering as of pure science. In an address
delivered to the Sociological Society in 1904, he stressed the need for
“persistence in setting forth the national importance of eugenics,” and
the need for it to be “introduced into the national conscience, like a
new religion.” He went on: “It has, indeed, strong claims to become an
orthodox religious tenet of the future, for eugenics co-operates with
the workings of nature by securing that humanity shall be represented
by the fittest races. What nature does blindly, slowly, and ruthlessly,
man may do providently, quickly, and kindly.”66

The resonance of such a program with the mood of the time led to
the formation of the Eugenic Education Society in 1907 (renamed the
Eugenics Society in 1926), and the organization, in 1912, of the first
International Congress of Eugenics, hosted by University College
London. Two years later, John H. Kellogg (1852–1943) founded the
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Race Betterment Society in the US. The study of any of the pre-1914
pioneers of eugenics such as Alfred Ploetz (1860–1940), founder in
1905 of the Society for Racial Hygiene (which later incorporated the
term Eugenics), Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919), founder in 1906 of the
Monist League that formulated a spiritual version of racist and anti-
Semitic nationalism, or Charles Davenport (1866–1944), first director
of the Eugenics Record Office at Cold Spring Harbor established in
1910, would reveal an inextricable mix of hard science with palin-
genetic cultural pessimism.

Much has been written about the pseudo-scientific nature of eugen-
ics and its links to Nazism. What is still less well appreciated is its deep
debt to the cultural climate of modernism.67 Just as a major mobilizing
factor in the dynamics of ultra-nationalism was the need to re-root and
re-embed an increasingly deracinated and disembedded world, so eugen-
ics was driven at a mythic level by the urge to reverse another aspect
of its “permanent crisis,” its pervasive ambivalence, irresolvable com-
plexity, and the powerful psychological sense of loss of order and con-
trol, of life-threatening anarchy, and of chaos that this can engender.
Eugenics was the scientific equivalent of totalitarianism in politics. In
the peculiar climate of late-nineteenth-century Europe, the fear of flux
and dissolution could all too easily be objectified and rationalized in
terms of national decline, a loss of racial purity, and the growth of
moral decadence and physical degeneracy. Deep psychic metaphors
were being experienced as empirical, scientifically documentable, and
remediable processes of degeneration and regeneration. 

In short, the genesis of the eugenically informed variants of nation-
alism examined in this book can be heuristically located in the hybridiza-
tion of the mobilizing myth of ultra-nationalism with eugenics—the
latter itself a hybrid of myth and science. What made this hybridization
possible, and what destined it to have such a powerful impact on inter-
war Europe, was that the various permutations of bio-political nation-
alism and eugenic racism arising during that period all contained a
mythic core of palingenetic pessimism. As a result, they naturally par-
took of the dynamism generated by the modernist mission to reverse
the processes of cultural and racial decay and create a new world out
of the ruins of the present one. As long as modernism was an avant-
garde, cultural or scientific movement, however, the eugenic politics it
had spawned remained marginalized by mainstream liberal capitalism.
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The Rise of the Utopian “Gardening State”

In Modernity and Ambivalence, Zygmunt Bauman argues that the wide-
spread favor that eugenics found among political, scientific, medical,
and technocratic elites (and even some prominent artists) in early-
twentieth-century Europe was closely connected to the utopia of rid-
ding society of degeneracy and restoring its health and internal cohe-
sion. The resulting “garden state” legitimated drastic policies of social
engineering, whose unconscious rationale, whatever their conscious
rationalization in scientific terms, ultimately depended on taking liter-
ally the organic metaphors of weeding, eliminating parasites and dis-
ease, pruning, cultivating, breeding, healing, and carrying out surgical
intervention that were applied to the task of perfecting society. Politics
was no longer a matter of administrating and regulating society but of
actually regenerating it and ensuring its healthy growth. Bauman sees
the currency of such metaphors, and the policies of social and racial
hygiene they rationalized, as symptomatic of a “war on ambivalence,”
in which the state arrogates to itself the power of “design, manipula-
tion, management, engineering” in the attempt to impose order, bound-
aries, and taxonomic cohesion on a world where modernization has
been condemned to remain irreducibly chaotic, anarchic, and ambigu-
ous. 

Obviously, there is nothing new in the metaphorical use of the gar-
den. When its importance within Zen Buddhist and Hindu cosmology
is compared with the associations it acquired in Middle Eastern mythol-
ogy and in the Christian conception of paradise (from the Old Persian
pairidaeza meaning “walled enclosure, pleasure park, garden”)—or
with its importance within Jungian symbolism as the image for a temenos,
the sanctuary crucial to individuation,68 the garden appears as a gen-
uine archetype for the creation of a bounded world of sacred time and
space, of a time-transcending metaphysical order in the midst of the
ephemeral material world.69 As the “gardener scene” from Shakespeare’s
The Tragedy of King Richard the Second illustrates, there is nothing
new in the use of horticultural imagery to rationalize the right of the
state to act as a latter-day Procrustean, callously tailoring its citizens to
fit its own yardsticks of health and the common good. What gives the
conception of society as a garden to be tended by the state a new twist
in the twentieth century, however, is the way it becomes articulated in
a discourse which melds utopianism with the discourse of science and
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technology, in a way that subsequently legitimated projects of renewal
to be carried out with ruthless efficiency on behalf of political masters
who celebrate their all-embracing, totalizing vision of the new order.

Theodor Fritsch provides an eloquent case study in the modern
mindset that underpins the “gardener state.” Whereas his British coun-
terparts saw the city as a solution to the problems created by the modern
metropolis consistent with the liberal Enlightenment view of progress,
Fritsch specifies that he sees his scheme as a way of warding off the
“death of the nation,”70 and refers his readers to a special issue (no. 83)
of his periodical The Hammer, devoted to the theme of “the exhaustion
of the Volk.” This reference takes the researcher through a wormhole
that leads from the airy realm of utopian town planning to the claustro-
phobic, underground world of late-nineteenth-century political racism
and eugenics. The fortnightly appearance of The Hammer (founded in
1902), together with the success of his Handbook of the Jewish Question
(1887), which by 1943 had run to forty-nine editions, not to mention
the numerous other anti-Semitic tracts that poured forth from his pub-
lishing house, the Hammer Press—notably The Protocols of the Elders
of Zion—established Fritsch as the most influential anti-Semitic publi-
cist of the age. In 1912, he founded the Reichshammerbund to promote
a political racism that claimed to be based on sound scientific and bio-
logical principles, a movement that became closely involved with the
creation and promotion of two rural settlements with the utopian
names of Eden (1893) and Heimland (Homeland) (1908), as practical
experiments in the creation of an Erneuerungs-Gemeinde (community
of renewal). 

For Fritsch, measures to contain Jewish contamination of German
culture and to counteract the effects of uncontrolled urbanization were
clearly two fronts in the same war to revitalize an increasingly degen-
erate and dysgenic nation. There was a precise correlation between 
his fantasy of restoring Germany’s mythic racial homogeneity and his
attempt to impose the “spirit of order,” symbolized in the perfect bal-
ance between city and country intended to be achieved through his
rigidly symmetrical, circular town plans.71 Nor was he the only eugenic
racist to dabble in utopian town planning. Francis Galton dreamt up
two utopias, Laputa (1865), which used social engineering to promote
hard work, and KantSayWhere (1910), a fully-fledged utopian state
where reproduction and migration were strictly controlled. By the turn
of the century, moreover, powerful elective affinities existed between
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cultural modernism, urban renewal, anti-urbanism, vegetarianism,
völkisch nationalism, racial hygiene, and anti-Semitism.72

It was not barbarism, then, but the conditions of high modernity
that fostered the synthesis of ultra-nationalism with eugenics, some of
whose individual permutations in Central and Southeast Europe are the
subject of this book. They resulted in forms of bio-politics and racial
nationalism that seemed to their protagonists to be consistent with a
higher, modern stage of humanistic civilization, not a retreat from it.
No matter how rooted they were in developments in science that start-
ed in the reign of Enlightenment reason and positivist science, their
momentum was intensified by the irrational cultural dynamics of fin-
de-siècle Europe, as researched from different angles by Daniel Pick
and Zygmunt Bauman: the will to combat degeneracy, to resolve the
ambivalence of the age, to create clear taxonomic categories of health
and sickness, and to establish a new eugenic socio-political order able
to reverse the decline of European civilization. The aspiration was not
to perpetuate gradualistic, linear progress, but to induce an apocalyp-
tic, cyclic rebirth in the fabric of time itself. 

The emergence of biological and eugenic visions of the ideal socie-
ty at the turn of the twentieth century thus expresses not a phase of
cultural involution, collective regression, or mass psychopathology,
but a deep paradox intrinsic to high modernity: the very success of
Western science in its search for ordering principles (nomoi) based 
not on revelations of a sacred natural order but on human reason and
empiricism that eventually eroded ontological certainties to the point
where it created a nomic crisis, and with it the subliminal need for new
mythic truths by which to live if social life was to retain meaning. What-
ever their overt socio-political function, existentially these new myths
served to rebuild, using the modern materials of science and social
engineering, the ontological shelter and firmament whose original
foundations had been provided by the religious cosmologies that
modernity had damaged beyond repair. Scientistic racism, that unholy
alliance between eugenic science and ultra-nationalism, thus offered 
a drastic remedy to the cultural decadence which it had helped bring
about and of which it was, itself, a symptom. 
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Interwar Europe as an Incubator of Scientistic Racism

It was the traumatized Europe that emerged from the First World War
that created the conditions in which eugenically conceived schemes of
racial hygiene and racial nationalism of an overtly illiberal thrust could
go mainstream and establish themselves as the basis of the alternative
temporalities pursued by political modernism. The outbreak of the war
in 1914 had encouraged those already convinced of Europe’s cultural
decadence to accept that the day of reckoning had arrived, and that the
war would be the supreme test of strength, not just military but moral,
both for individual nations and Europe as a whole, providing the chance
to show whether the prevailing spiritual sickness was terminal, or
whether modern society could be flung into a new historical trajectory.
The resulting atmosphere led many artists, intellectuals, and political
activists of every persuasion—in Italy even some Marxist syndicalists
succumbed—to dedicate their creativity to the national cause, gripped
by the heady archetypal fantasies of collective renewal and redemption
that the hostilities excited.73 It is symptomatic of this syndrome that
Fritsch’s Reichshammerbund greeted the outbreak of the First World
War as Germany’s salvation, banishing softness and “steeling body
and soul.” 

Such sentiments were far from being the reactions of an “ivory
tower” intelligentsia out of touch with the masses. They were echoed
throughout Europe at a populist level and expressed behaviorally as a
“war fever” that spread among ordinary people in several combatant
countries, a fanatical belief in the value of the “supreme sacrifice” to
the nation that was intensified rather than diminished by the unprece-
dented scale of the slaughter—in Italy, for example, the war became a
popular cause after the disastrous defeat at Caporetto in the autumn 
of 1917. At the heart of this apparent mass heartlessness lies a palin-
genetic fervor of pandemic proportions, closely bound up at a psycho-
dynamic level with the currents of aesthetic, cultural, and political
modernism considered earlier. This helps explain why, for four long
years, in the heartland of a civilization that considered itself at the
forefront of world history, millions of young men throughout Europe
exposed themselves willingly to the certainty of unimaginable discom-
fort and suffering, and the high probability of severe injury or death,
for the sake of their nation (now consubstantiated with “God”). More-
over, they did so under the implacable gaze of the military high com-
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mand, the intelligentsia, and the general public, who overwhelmingly
saw their slaughter in heroic terms of sacrifice and the need to purge
national life of its decadence.74

The collective belief that a Western Europe which had lost its bear-
ings and grown soft might now be redeemed meant that the most mili-
tant wings of pro-war opinion duplicated the dynamics of archetypal
revitalization movements. Its belief in the palingenetic magic of sacri-
fice overrode the traditions of Christian, Renaissance, Enlightenment,
liberal, and positivist humanism, conforming instead to a deep-seated
“pagan” psychological matrix which predisposes many human beings,
once they have completed the necessary rites de passage, to be pre-
pared to surrender their individualism within an ideological communi-
ty able to combat the forces of chaos through a liturgical process of
renewal. It is a process that demands blood to be shed in ritualized vio-
lence, whether through elaborate religious ceremonies or the chilling
choreography of logistics and troop movements of the First World
War.75

In these catastrophic circumstances, what had before been a spiritu-
al malaise and a utopian longing for renewal, largely confined to the
sphere of the intelligentsia, had now become an objective, socio-politi-
cal crisis, forcing much of the continent, now at a populist level, willy-
nilly into a protracted rite de passage between an “old world” which
had irrevocably gone, and a new one whose contours were far from
clear, and which could just as easily prove to be a continuation of the
catastrophe or a more healthy, sustainable stage of civilization. In post-
1918 Europe, Modris Eksteins detects a generalized “craving for new-
ness” among “socialists and conservatives, atheists and fundamental-
ists, hedonists and realists (…) rooted in what was regarded by radicals
as the bankruptcy of history and by moderates as at least the derail-
ment of history”76—a phrase that unwittingly evokes Kafka’s metaphor
of the train crash of modern humanity. History itself was experienced
as having entered a state of high liminality, creating a situation within
Western culture as a whole in which “the search for a myth appropriate
to modernity became paramount. (…) The myth either had to redeem
us from the formless universe of contingency or, programmatically, to
provide the impetus for a new project of human endeavor.”77

It was this generalized sense of creative destruction that Wyndham
Lewis (1882–1957), the high priest of the hyper-modernist Vorticist
movement before the war, expressed in the imagery of the day, three
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days after the armistice: “So we, then, are the creatures of a new state
of human life, as different from nineteenth-century England as, say,
the Renaissance was from the Middle Ages. (…) Are the next genera-
tions going to produce a rickety crop of Newcomers, or is the new
epoch to have a robust and hygienic start-off? A phenomenon we
meet, and are bound to meet for some time, is the existence of a sort of
No-Man’s Land atmosphere. The dead never rise up, and men will not
return to the Past, whatever else they may do. But as yet there is
Nothing, or rather the corpse of the past age, and the sprinkling of chil-
dren of the new. There is no mature authority, outside of creative and
active individual men, to support the new and delicate forces bursting
out everywhere today.”78

As Lewis wrote these words, Communist Russia was already becom-
ing a vast laboratory for the forging of a new society, a project that,
given the cult of science and technology fostered the application of
genetics and bio-politics to the task of breeding a “new Soviet Man.”79

But in Central and Southeast Europe where liberalism was weak, com-
munism remained effectively marginalized, and national strength, not
the overthrow of capitalism, was the mobilizing myth hosting scientis-
tic fusions of eugenic racism with ultra-nationalism. A significant role
in creating the right ethos for this habitat to emerge in the 1920s was
played by the rise of fascism, and its establishment in Italy as a regime.
In its many variants, this overtly palingenetic form of ultra-nationalism
sought to resolve the liminality of modernity through a temporal revo-
lution,80 though not necessarily one in which eugenic concepts of race
played a significant role. However, a much more immediate factor
encouraging the rise of racial nationalism in the 1930s was the estab-
lishment of the Third Reich, the first regime to adopt racial hygiene and
eugenics as the official basis of state policy.

Gardening in Jackboots

Nazism, both as an ideology and as a historical force, provides a prac-
tically inexhaustible supply of empirical case studies in the nexus that
could arise in interwar Europe, between the sense of anomie and
degeneracy produced by the permanent liminality of modernity, and
the creation of a “gardening state.” True to the sprit of political and
technocratic modernism at its most radical, the Third Reich dedicated
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itself to ruthlessly implementing scientistic concepts of the nation as
an organic people to be purged of decadence, which meant replacing
liberal democracy with an ethnocracy based on a wide range of nation-
alist and racist ideologies that jostled for position under the umbrella
of Nazism, some of which mixed eugenic and overtly mythic currents
of nationalism. 

It is significant for the thesis explored in this chapter that the NSDAP
was only able to break through as an electoral force in the late 1920s
in response to the Weimar Republic’s economic collapse and the politi-
cal paralysis that rapidly followed in the wake of the Wall Street Crash
(1929). For a decade, Nazism had been consigned to the political ghet-
to, and only now, when it could present itself as the panacea to the
nation’s ills, could it achieve the level of popular support needed to
legitimize its draconian experiment in totalitarian social engineering. 
A precondition to the sudden success of Hitler as the centre of a charis-
matic personality cult and the leader of a powerful mass movement
was the acute spiritual, nomic, or “sense-making” crisis81 that the socio-
political calamity had unleashed upon a society already fraught with
social, racist, class, ideological, and psychological tensions, and on
which the storm of modernity had descended with particular fury even
before 1914. Considerable light is thrown on the psychodynamics of
this crisis by Hermann Broch’s monumental study of the spiritual con-
sequences of modernity, The Sleepwalkers (1932). Broch portrays a
contemporary generation spiritually disoriented and isolated, not just by
the immediate events of contemporary history but by the fragmentation
of the unified cosmology of the Middle Ages into the countless com-
peting logics of everyday life. Little wonder that many citizens of the
Weimar Republic, no matter how educated or civilized, deeply experi-
enced the “doubly strong yearning for a Leader to take him tenderly
and lightly by the hand, to set things in order and show him the way;
(...) the Leader who will build the house anew that the dead may come
to life again; (...) the Healer who by his actions will give meaning to the
incomprehensible events of the Age, so that Time can begin again.”82

By the time The Sleepwalkers was published, there was only one
political party that promised to rebuild the national house anew and
restart time after the catastrophic rite de passage of the First World War
and the Weimar Republic: the NSDAP. Having been systematically
marginalized in elections before the Wall Street Crash—it received
only 2.6 per cent of the vote in the 1928 Reichstag election—the NSDAP
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thereafter took off as a mass movement fuelled by the spontaneous
charismatic energies and palingenetic expectations unleashed by the
collapse of the Weimar system; consequently, in 1932, Nazism received
37.4 per cent of the vote. Once again, all this is curiously reminiscent
of the pattern of revitalization movements observed by Victor Turner:
Nazism emerged at a time of “marked cultural change and its accom-
panying personal psychological stress” and sought “to revitalize a tra-
ditional institution [the German Volk], while endeavoring to eliminate
alien persons, customs, values, even material culture from the experi-
ence of those undergoing painful change.”83 More importantly, the
Nazi ideology of national rebirth offered a “ludic recombination of old
and new cultural components” orchestrated by a new prophet (Hitler)
whose dreams and visions, experienced with a fanaticism reminiscent
of the shamanistic trance, became translated into new myths which
were to be lived out in the creation of a new communitas, the reborn
Volksgemeinschaft. The central theme of all Nazi propaganda was the
need to overcome decadence, restore health, and establish a new order. 

The fact that some of its leaders perceived their task as not just
establishing a new administration but eradicating the metaphysical
ambivalence and liminality of the modern age, emerges clearly from
the biblical tones of the introduction to Gottfried Feder’s NSDAP pro-
gram, which opens: “Today chaos reigns on earth, confusion, struggle,
hate, envy, conflict, oppression, exploitation, brutality, egotism. Brother
no longer understands brother. People have lost their bearings!” It is,
of course, the NSDAP, inspired by “the will to give shape to the amor-
phous, the will to put a stop to chaos, to put in order a world out of
joint” that was destined to create a new era under the banner of the
swastika, “symbol of a life which is once more awakening.”84

Although Feder was no eugenicist, the palingenetic climate he
helped create with such texts lured not just völkisch campaigners for
cultural rebirth, rabid anti-Semites, and self-appointed race experts
like Fritsch, but a galaxy of university-educated professionals ranging
from theologians, historians, philologists, art historians, and social sci-
entists to experts in physical genetics, the heredity of plants and live-
stock, anthropology, eugenics, and racial hygiene. The latter were less
concerned with the contagious spiritual evils spread by cosmopoli-
tanism, internationalism, egalitarianism, and materialism, whether by
Jews, liberals, or communists, than with the genetic basis of the “fer-
ment of decomposition.” The new Volksgemeinschaft would not only
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be created through education and solidarity, but also by purging and
breeding; not just through ethics, but genetics too. Just as national
decadence was dysgenic, so national rebirth needed to be eugenic. 
A new race of muscular, spiritually revitalized Germans would over-
come degeneration and reverse Western Europe’s decline.

One specimen of this class of converts was Richard Walther Darré
(1895–1953) who, in the course of the 1930s, synthesized the knowl-
edge he had acquired from a degree in agriculture and his specialist
knowledge, both practical and theoretical, of horse-breeding, with his
peculiar brand of völkisch nationalism, which was not only anti-Semitic
but looked to a regenerated peasant “nobility” as the basis for Ger-
many’s racial and moral regeneration. In the pamphlet “Marriage Laws
and the Principles of Breeding,” which he published in 1930, the year
he joined the Nazi Party, Darré stressed that the garden, “if it is to
remain the breeding ground for plants,” needs “the forming will of the
gardener” who “carefully tends what needs tending and ruthlessly
eliminates the weeds which would deprive the better plants of nutri-
tion, air, light and sun.” After all, “a people can only reach spiritual
and moral equilibrium if a well-conceived breeding plan stands at the
very centre of its culture.”85 Five years later, by which time Darré had
become leader of the National Peasant Party and minister of food and
agriculture, the Third Reich promulgated race laws which excluded
German Jews from Reich citizenship and prohibited them from marry-
ing or having sexual relations with persons of “German or related
blood.” 

It was symbolically significant that the laws were promulgated not
in a communiqué from some anonymous ministry building but by
Hitler himself, in a 1935 speech delivered at Nuremberg to hundreds
of thousands (and seen on newsreels by millions more). This was a
supreme moment not just of policy, but of Nazi aestheticized, theatri-
calized politics and political religion. The once amorphous masses,
now sculpted by the will of the führer into an ornamental symbol of
order and discipline (the German Zucht translates as both discipline
and breeding), stood symmetrically in serried ranks in a stadium con-
sciously designed by Albert Speer to convey a sense of sacred space
on a gigantic scale. Symbolically, the entire nation was being re-rooted
and re-embedded in a ritualized moment of worldly transcendence in
which decadence, ambivalence, and liminality were overcome.86 It
was the job of racial experts, the SS, and all those concerned with the
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moral and physical health of the nation to then see to it that the human
weeds were eliminated as efficiently as possible so that the better plants
would thrive more abundantly. Tragically for humanity, Bloch’s “mys-
terious tree” had turned out to be a genetically modified scion of the
German Oak from which all parasites and fungus were to be eradicated
using the latest techniques.87 Such a possibility was inscribed in Hitler’s
plans for the nation’s rebirth from the very outset. In the opening sec-
tion of Mein Kampf, he had written “Only when an age is no longer
haunted by its own sense of guilt can it acquire the inner calm and out-
er strength necessary to set about brutally and ruthlessly cutting out the
wild shoots and rooting out the weeds.”88

West of Eden?

The essays presented in this volume provide detailed case studies in
the modern discourse of eugenics and racial nationalism that emerged
in Central and Southeast Europe between 1900 and 1940. They also
reveal the dark side of the “principle of hope” postulated by Ernst
Bloch. They show how easily the palingenetic brand of cultural pes-
simism it induces in those feeling themselves to be the victims of
modernity can beget illegitimate couplings of science and myth, in
which compensatory fantasies of national regeneration and racial puri-
ty are translated into a scientific, modern discourse. It is the scientistic
guise assumed by archetypal drives to create a sacralized “homeland”
to be defended at all costs from a demonized “other” that facilitated
the implementation and bureaucratization of technocratic, ethnocratic
racism as an official policy of any modern state whose ruling elites and
experts set about, in totalitarian mode, the calculated “betterment” of
the race and nation. Both the “national community” and the “home-
land” at the centre of the Nazi Weltanschuaung—the “blood” just as
much as the “soil”—were inextricable compounds of the physical and
the mythic.

Except in the case of Germany, the racial nationalisms considered
in this volume never became the basis of state policy; however, the
practical implications of enacting them were demonstrated in all their
blood-chilling horror by the Third Reich. The mass production of tor-
ture and murder, in which science, medicine, and technology became so
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deeply implicated under the Nazis, underlines the disturbing ambiva-
lence of the instinctual human desire to grow mysterious trees of
utopianism wherever they encounter a wasteland. It also demonstrates
the equally profound ambivalence of modernity when its disturbed
spiritual and psychological climate nourishes a utopian project to
embark on the total makeover of early-twentieth-century modernism,
rather than bringing gradual, sustainable improvements to what will
always be an “imperfect garden.”89 It was, after all, only when he had
renounced his hope of perfect happiness with Cunégonde and recog-
nized the dangers posed as much by total optimism as by total pes-
simism, that Voltaire’s Candide rediscovered the profound humanistic
truth in a verse from Genesis: human beings were placed in Eden ut
laboret eum, in order to work in it and on it. It is in this modest, gradu-
alistic, melioristic spirit that Voltaire urged us to “cultivate our gar-
den,” an activity that, when it comes to races and nationalities, should
be treated more like tending an allotment than running an industrial
farm. Perhaps it is no coincidence that in Aldous Huxley’s visionary
1932 novel of a society based on a comprehensive yet benign social
engineering with dystopian results for humanity, Brave New World, the
allotment garden becomes a means by which John, the “Savage,” can
elude the clutches of totalitarianism and withdraw into Thoreauian
solitude: “He counted his money. The little that remained would be
enough, he hoped, to tide him over the winter. By next spring, his gar-
den would be producing enough to make him independent of the out-
side world.”90
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Foustka, Břetislav (1862–1947), 149,

152
Fritsch, Theodor (1852–1933),

435–436, 441, 443, 447
Fröhlich, Richard (1864–1926), 57
Frank, Karl Hermann (1898–1946),

34
Fülöp, Zsigmond (1882–1948), 185,

190–191, 193, 196–197
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