Paul R. Josephson. Totalitarian Science and Ideology. Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1996. ix + 123 pp.
(paper), ISBN 978-0-391-03980-3; $39.95 (cloth), ISBN 978-0-391-03979-7.
Reviewed by Fae L. Korsmo (University of Alaska Fairbanks)
Published on H-NEXA (September, 1997)
The fifth book of the series The Control of Nature,
edited by Margaret C. Jacob, Rosemary Stevens, and
Spencer R. Weart, this volume on Soviet and Nazi science
is intended for non-specialists and students who want
to know more about the relationship between science
and political ideology. Josephson focuses on totalitarian
regimes because of their extreme influence on the content
and practice of science. He defines totalitarian regimes as
those with a monopoly of power, commonly experienced
as one-party rule, and the use of an all-encompassing ideology in addition to state-sponsored terror to reach the
regime’s goals. With this definition, the author hopes to
skirt past and contemporary controversies over the category “totalitarian” and move on to the actual effects of
Hitler and Stalin on the biological and physical sciences
and technology (i.e., engineering and planning). Josephson’s purpose in using totalitarianism as a category is to
emphasize the similarities of the Nazi and Soviet cases,
but this approach glosses over important differences.

The discussion of biology, physics, and technology in
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union draws on Josephson’s own original work on Soviet science as well as numerous secondary sources. Its wide coverage, in slightly
more than one hundred pages, of different intellectual
disciplines, political regimes, historical periods, and ideological formulations necessitates a bold march through
the thickets of detail. Josephson is to be applauded for
taking this journey into comparison, and students of science policy and history will benefit from reading the results. In many ways, the book functions as a springboard
to further research rather than a set of definitive answers
to enduring questions about the nature of science.
Importantly, how do different ideologies and political regimes influence the content and conduct of science? Here, Josephson emphasizes the nearly absolute
grip of ideology on science and technology. For example, because Marxism and Nazism both relied on the notions that nature had to undergo radical transformation,
biologists may have experienced more severe exclusion
from their professions or their homelands than other scientific specialists (p. 14). Ideology, bolstered by a powerful state, lies behind the choice of scientific research problems, the retention of loyal quacks, and restrictions on international collaboration. Yet Josephson himself admits
of exceptions, and even those scientists who spouted the
regime’s ideology (e.g., Johannes Stark, a self-proclaimed
Aryan physicist in Nazi Germany) did not necessarily
have their science accepted by the regime (Walker, 1995,
p. 63). Indeed, scientists were seldom asked to provide
political content, but rather quietly put “apolitical” science at the service of the state. A study of grant applications for basic research in biology and chemistry during the Nazi period revealed surprisingly little ideological
content (Deichmann, 1997).

In the biological sciences, the author compares the
Lysenkoism of the Soviet Union and the racial hygiene
theories of Nazi Germany to demonstrate the extent and
penetration of the totalitarian regime’s transformationist vision, a chiliastic ideology that underwrote pseudoscience to achieve New Soviet Man or a pure Aryan race.
In the physical sciences, Josephson also sees ideology at
work, isolating Soviet physicists from international developments and, in Nazi Germany, driving Jewish physicists from their positions. The “ideologization” of science
meant a greater emphasis on applied as opposed to theoretical physics, a much narrower frame for intellectual
debate, and substantial costs to the scientist who challenged the dominant ideology. Finally, technologies in
totalitarian regimes can be distinguished from those in
pluralist regimes, according to Josephson, by large-scale,
state-driven projects designed as show cases of national
power and symbols of the regime’s success.

Ideology does, of course, help to determine who can
practice science, establishing exclusionary principles and

1

