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Abstract: 
 
The paper explores the epistemology of scientism and its essential difference with science. 
Following the distinction the paper delves with the scientific and pseudo scientific investments 
within Nazi Germany. The paper tries to interrogate how the borders of Pseudo Science and 
Science were collapsed in Nazi Germany with the ideological help of Scientism. While it is 
widely accepted that scientism corroborates science but an exceptional case wandered in 
Germany where Scientism was the ideology that felicitated the expression for Pseudo Sciences. 
Through the Volkisch movement and later in the Reich, science was one of the major issues that 
captured the thought both of the civil society and the state. I intend to situate this heterogeneous 
interaction between Science and Scientism in the making of the Nazi thought and action.     
 
Keywords: Science, Scientism, Volkisch Movement, Third Reich, Anti- Semitism, Pseudo 
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Any ideology that makes man question inherited beliefs is an aid to enlightenment. A truth that 
reigns without checks and balances is a tyrant who must be overthrown, and any falsehood that 
can aid us in the over throw of this tyrant is to be welcomed. It follows that seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century science indeed was an instrument of liberation and enlightenment. It does not 
follow that science is bound to remain such an instrument. There is nothing inherent in science or 
in any other ideology that makes it essentially liberating. Ideologies can deteriorate and become 
stupid religions. Look at Marxism. And that the science of today is very different from the 
science of 1650 is evident at the most superficial glance.  
                                                                                                                    -Paul Feyerabend  
 
        This is how Feyerabend described the ‘ism’ in science in his lecture ‘How to Defend 
Society From Science’. In a way, Feyerabend’s crusade is much more concentrated in what is 
now broadly defined as scientism. The blind obedience to science that is claimed by scientism is 
no different from that which is say claimed by religion. While theoretically one can distinguish 
science from scientism, can the line be drawn in practice? The interrogation of my paper is 
twofold; first, I would like to classify the difference between science and scientism and the 
blurry line that separates the two. Science has its own theoretical baggage that separates itself 
from scientism. Secondly, I want to take up a short case study of the scientific activities in Nazi 
Germany. Science was a key element in the Third Reich because part of the Anti Semitic 
propaganda included ‘scientific’ explanation. The Superior race theory that determines the 
bedrock for the political culture of Nazi Germany is based on a claim that many believed could 
be demonstrated scientifically. The answer I am seeking here is whether the claims made by the 
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Reich were due to a belief in science or scientism or rather an abysmal outcome of the two being 
synonymous.  
 
        However, a good departure point would be to investigate Scientism as a theoretical concept. 
Broadly (and very broadly speaking) the basic tenets of scientism include that there is no 
boundaries to the limits of science. “Or, if there are limits to the scientific enterprise, the idea is 
that science, at least, sets the boundaries for what we humans can ever achieve or know about 
reality.” (Stenmark, 15)This creates the first theoretical clash with science, one of the basic 
tenets of science following Karl Popper is falsifiability. Popper proposed his theory of 
falsification, which added new rigor to the methodology of science. “Falsifiability is a property, 
a sort of potentiality used to characterize any theory that possibly may clash with a particular 
state of affairs. According to its more simple formulation, it tells us that, when such a clash takes 
place, the theory in question becomes falsified.…Falsifiability comes in degrees, and it is also a 
way of conveying the 'empirical' or 'informative' content of a theory. The more falsifiable a 
theory is, the higher its informative content and the better it fits (for the purposes of theory 
selection) as a part of empirical science”. (Garcia, 39) Scientism lacks the potential to be 
falsified just like its counter parts in pseudo science. Its claims are absolute and thus make it 
difficult to negotiate with and in a way is a perfect substitute for a fundamentalist religion. The 
problem that scientism undoubtedly produces is reductionism. The sole belief that everything can 
be in some way or the other reduced to the natural sciences is what initiates the problem. The 
reduction perhaps is best maintained in what is called academic scientism which harbors the idea 
no scientific academic discipline can also be reduced to ‘science proper’. Mikael Stemark points 
out seven different types of scientism; (a) Methodological Scientism (b) Epistemic Scientism 
(c)Rationalistic Scientism (d)Ontological Scientism (e)Axiological Scientism (f) Redemptive 
Scientism 

      The socio biologist Edward O. Wilson for example pointed out that disciplines such as 
sociology and other social sciences and even humanities are the ‘last branches of biology’. 
“Sometimes, however, the reduction (or translation) does not stop there, but continues even 
within the natural sciences themselves. For instance, not only is, for example, sociology reduced 
to biology, but biology is also reduced to chemistry, and chemistry to physics.” (Stenmark, 16) 
Accompanying what is termed as academic scientism reigns ‘methodological scientism’, which 
advocates the use of methodologies of science to other academic disciplines. History as an 
academic discipline was entrapped in the vicious cycle for a long time and something that it has 
not yet fully shrugged off. There is also ‘Epistemic Scientism’, which acts as a talisman to the 
other forms discussed previously. “Ian Barbour defines this view as the claim that 'the scientific 
method is the only reliable path to knowledge'. Roger Trigg writes that scientism consists of the 
view that 'Science is our only means of access to reality'."(Stenmark, 19) In its understanding 
scientism is a narrow lean path that once taken will lead to a prehistory of errors. The daily 
parlance that promotes ‘scientific’ and ‘non scientific’ is a contribution from scientism and its 
belief that scientific knowledge should be and holds greater ‘value’ than its so called non 
scientific counter parts.  In its ambition scientism, claims that the question that are unanswered 
will someday be answered by science. Scientism is recipe of disaster as it abundantly promotes 
mass ignorance. “The transfer of pathos from science to existence expresses itself concretely in 
the growth of the belief that human existence can be oriented in an absolute sense through the 
truth of science. If this belief is justified, then it becomes unnecessary to cultivate knowledge 
beyond science.”(Vogelin, 490) 
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        While such ignorance is in itself, harmful science in its dialectics operates as a privilege for 
those who have it over those who do not. The use of science in ‘development’ has been backed 
by scientism to an extent, which has made ‘Science as a Reason of State’ to use Ahsish Nandy’s 
terminology. Referring to the elections after the disaster in Bhopal, which bought the same party 
back to power that, was responsible for the disaster itself, Nandy asks, “What are the sources of 
such commitment to the development of science, and the science of development?” (Nandy, 4) 
The answer perhaps is scientism. The use of science by the state to exploit and kill is too many to 
account for yet the faith in the modern development seems to have not shaken. The faith that was 
once invested in the Church is now invested in science. Scientism has successfully made science 
The Burning Bush of Moses for the modern man. The ramification of such an idea has been 
witnessed throughout history repeatedly. It is important to note here that science and scientism 
theoretically does not share the same principles. The paradigm shifts, verifiability, falsifiability 
and all that makes science and its essence are completely ignored by Scientism. Scientism is not 
verified neither falsified. Strikingly of course, only one particular variant of science is 
encouraged by scientism and what it seemingly silences is the other possibilities and narratives 
of science. The nuclear bomb and the television remote, the cool air of the Air condition and the 
walking on moon all this testifies that science reigns supreme. The savages do not have science 
they have superstition. The exorcism and the witch doctor is an indication of the illiteracy that 
was a hallmark of the middle ages. Such is the binary that is formed by Scientism as it tries to 
find a way to solidify its claim. Carlo Ginzburg in his ‘Cheese and the Worms’ masterfully 
narrated the story of an Italian farmer Menochhio whose alternative cosmology was seen as a 
heresy by the Counter Reformation Church. The tables have turned but the nature of 
understanding has not changed. Scientism has replaced religion and an alternative claim about 
the heliocentric cosmology in the present day might be met with the same fate as that of 
Menochhio. “For modern man, the image of Columbia, the space shuttle, speeding past the limits 
set by the forces of Earth, and returning, time and again, with almost monotonous impunity, is 
highly impressive. A proof of modern science. No tribal from the Bastar forest could achieve 
such feats. Not because the tribal has no desire to soar - his shamans may have another route to 
outer space in store - but the ruling modern consciousness vetoes that as non-objective and 
unreal. VCRs! Nuclear reactor domes! The electronic gadgets that throng consumer shops! 
Multi-colored pills at drugstores! These are testimonies to the 'fact' that modern science exists - 
apart and distinct from sciences practiced earlier.” (Alvares, 31) 

                  This obsession of science as the sole form of understanding where anything that 
science says goes without questioning can be the perfect departure point to interrogate Nazi 
Germany. The root of Anti Semitism in the German life was nothing that Nazism invented. 
Several scholars have attempted to figure out the causes of Anti-Semitism in Germany and a vast 
section points out the existence of the traits in the Volkisch movement. Nicholas Goodrick 
Clarke argues for the occult roots that solidified the claims of a higher race. “Feelings of 
conservative anger at the disruptive consequences of economic change could find release in the 
vilification of the Jews, who were blamed for the collapse of traditional values and institutions. 
Racism indicated that the Jews were not just a religious community but biologically different 
from other races.” (Clarke, 5) A more material root Anti Semitism was interrogated by the 
economic historians of the Weimar Republic who claimed that after the hyperinflation in 
Germany the agrarian crisis intensified which led to an oppression of Jewish moneylenders. The 
peasantry harbored deep resentment for the Jews and it was largely through their support that the 
NSDAP came to power. Ian Kershaw the premiere historian of Nazi Germany points out that 
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prior to the speaking ban being lifted on Hitler, in a party meeting in August 1922, Hitler 
claimed an end to ‘Jewish Bolshevism’. (Kershaw 185) The claims of ending Jewish dominance 
seemed a political one but what made Nazi Germany special is they made the annihilation of 
Jews a scientific one. Steve Fuller in reviewing Tom Sorrel’s Scientism: Philosophy and the 
Infatuation with Science’ points out that how scientism was one of the instruments of Nazi 
Germany in their quest. “What especially seems to bother Sorell about scientism is its reliance on 
an impoverished view of science, one that stresses theory and fact over practice and imagination, 
thereby artificially dividing our sense of inquiry from a full-blooded sense of what it is to be a 
human being. Indeed, scientism has often led whole societies (e.g., the Nazis) to denigrate 
human life itself.” (Fuller 704) 
 
                     It is often believed that the realms of ‘science’ and that of the ‘occult’ are separate 
and easily distinguishable. The success of Nazism lied in linking the two separable domains to 
meet their ends. The occult roots of Jewish hatred and the theory of inferior race was justified 
through Darwinism. “Ernst Haeckel, the eminent zoologist, warned repeatedly against the mixing 
of races and founded the Monist League in 1906 in order to popularize this racist version of 
Social Darwinism among Germans.” (Clarke, 12) Many Social Darwinists published their work 
during the late 19th century who were believers of a superior Aryan race and tried promoting it 
scientifically. Ludwig Woltmann, ran a journal Politisch-Anthropologische Revue [Political-
Anthropological Review, est. 19021] where claims of Social Darwinism were promoted and 
prominent Ariosophists like Jorg Lanz contributed. “The central importance of 'Aryan' racism in 
Ariosophy, albeit compounded by occult notions deriving from theosophy, may be traced to the 
racial concerns of Social Darwinism in Germany.” (Clarke, 13) The radical scientific potential of 
Darwinism was introduced and the variant of Social Darwinism that the Volkisch movement and 
Arophasists used was not science. Scientism was at the heart of their conviction, taking Darwin 
to its literary extreme; believing in the monkey that guards the gate. Jorg Lanz was a pre war 
mentor of the Fuhrer, and a social Darwinist whose conviction of scriptures and science make 
him one of the most fascinating individuals. He believed that the esoteric sects of Aryans have 
kept sexual unions at a check and maintained the pure bloodline. To substantiate his claim he 
used variety of sources including The Bible, works of Herodotus, Plutarch and even Manu. He 
also linked his findings with modern ‘archaeological findings in the near east’. The unusual 
mixtures of modern archaeology and the dictum of scriptures corroborated his seminal findings 
making him widely read. (Clarke, 93) He “published his fundamental statement of doctrine. Its 
very title, Theozoologie oder die Kunde von den sodoms - Afflin gen und dem Gotter-Elektron 
[Theo-Zoology or the Lore of the Sodom-Apelings and the Electron of the Gods] (1905), distils 
the Gnostic essence of Lanz's thought. It was a strange amalgam of religious beliefs drawn from 
traditional Judaeo-Christian sources, pet modified in the light of new life sciences: hence theo-
zoology.” (Clarke, 94) The application of scientific methods to the other areas of life and other 
disciplines that scientism is all about was the reason why such writings were extremely popular. 
    
              The Third Reich and the NSDAP derived their worldview from the radical essence of 
the Volkisch movement. The Social Darwinism issue that was one of the key ideologies of the 
Reich was also derived from the earlier anthropologists at the turn of the century. The ideological 
continuity from the Volkisch movement to the Fuhrer state is undeniable.  In 1935, Heinrich 
Himmler set up a research institute called Das Ahnenerbe, literally meaning Ancestral Heritage. 
The idea was to promote and devise a cosmology that they were eventually successful in as well. 
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The Glacial Cosmology gave a concrete demonstration of how the earth was formed and the 
dinosaurs were killed. (Szöllösi-Janze, 1) One can add to this the Aryan Physics movement, 
which “denounced Einstein’s theory of relativity as a Jewish intrigue and rejected modern 
physics as a whole. Although they were led by two former Nobel Prize winners, Philipp Lenard 
and Johannes Stark...” (Szöllösi-Janze, 6) The question that seems mostly neglected is how the 
irrational ideology was combined with its rational scientific counterpart. Many works on the 
science and Nazi Germany point out that the scope of science got restricted due to the totalitarian 
regime. Historians of science such as Robert Merton and J.D. Bernal lamented the destruction of 
science by such authoritarian societies. A later trend of Research questioned the difference 
between the ‘Good’ Scientist and the ‘Bad’ scientists within the regime.(Szöllösi-Janze, 8) The 
philosophical question that does not find a satisfying answer is can a simplistically formulated 
argument about the subordination of science to the Fuhrer state enough.  

          The Nazi investment in science was colossal and that included the ‘real’ sciences as well. 
The German investment in aeronautic research deserves special mention amongst others. The 
Weimar Republic failed to leave up to the expectation of the aeronautical scientists and the lack 
of funds post hyperinflation and the great depression added to the growing problem. The Nazi 
seizure of power and destruction of democracy was ‘well received’ by the researchers in 
aviation. “Only weeks after the Nazi seizure of power, the AVA got permission to construct the 
large wind tunnel, a request the centre had petitioned for in vain for almost a decade. The 
increase of the budget for aviation by more than 40 million Reichsmark from the job-creation 
programme made it possible for the DVL to carry out plans for expansion which had been 
gathering dust since the late 1920s. Aeronautical scientists soon discovered that even their most 
outrageous demands were met. Research installations which had previously been unthinkable 
were suddenly approved without question. The financing problem, which had always been the 
limiting factor of research, no longer seemed relevant” (Trischler, 87) The legendary German 
theoretical physicist Heisenberg was yet another example of brilliance under the Reich. He was 
not like Stark and his compatriots. Throughout his lecture tour, he criticized the Aryan 
physicists. He spoke on numerous occasions about the importance of physics, which was 
declining in Germany. He organized a lecture series in 1942 with eminent physicists.  
      

        Abraham Esau, the administrator in charge of nuclear physics research, opened the series 
with a status report on the nuclear power project and followed it with a talk on the production of 
luminous paints without the use of radium, a pressing topic for the manufacture of aircraft dials. 
Otto Hahn spoke on the artificial transmutation of elements—and this time, before a less political 
audience, mentioned Lise Meitner by name as contributing to the work that led up to the 
discovery of nuclear fission. Klaus Clusius discussed isotope separation, and Walther Bothe 
lectured on the research tools of nuclear physics, All of these speakers stressed the utility of 
physics as well as the need for increased governmental support. (Walker, 165) Yet the different 
stand of Heisenberg did not make him an immediate enemy of the Nazi State. Heisenberg 
himself fought for Germany in the First World War and volunteered for the army when Germany 
intended to occupy Czechoslovakia. While he maintained his distance he believed that the 
‘occasional participation in an instructional (i.e., indoctrination) camp’ was not inappropriate. 
(Walker, 137)  
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       The examples that are placed show a unique development in the field of science in Nazi 
Germany. It is interesting that while the Nazi Germany was heavily investing in the ‘real’ 
sciences there obsession to prove their ideology through scientific methods continued side by 
side. It can be said without any contest whatsoever that the Reich believed in Science and 
believed it to be the parameter to justify things. The Nazi logic would actually hold that since 
Jews are inferior races and since that can be proved ‘scientifically’ it is all right to kill the Jews. 
The initial Volkisch radicalism and the later Nazi ideology always promoted the fact that they 
were indeed the supreme Aryan races. To prove the purity in their blood they took recourse in 
science and scientism and the appropriation of Darwin and Aryan Physics testify the fact. The 
huge involvement that the Nazi Government had with science was a compulsion for their part 
because in no way they could do away with the sciences no matter what the form. Their 
investment in science was essential for their claims to survive. A huge German public indeed 
bought the idea of the Jews being an inferior race because several semi scholastic works backed 
their claims with the methodology of modern science.  
 
         The question arises here that how can the irrational claim of purer race be joined with the 
modern disciplines of science. How did the claims of evolution made by Darwin, which was 
supposed to end the creationist Biblical myth, gets used as a weapon for exterminating an entire 
human population. The answer perhaps lies in the initial discussion about scientism and its 
variants. The reason why science so could easily be used by the Nazi state for its own use was 
that Scientism like the Nazi sate has an inherent trend of totalitarianism within it. The mantle that 
scientism holds makes it just to disregard realms outside science thus it has the potential to 
silence science itself. Scientism runs with the great danger of silencing science itself like in the 
case of the Nazis. The research about pure bloodlines where neither verified nor falsified but just 
claimed to be close to truth since it could be corroborated by the methodologies of science. The 
gap between science and scientism was one that was collapsed in the case of Nazi Germany. The 
disasters of science apart from it occasional nuclear threat lies in the misrecognition of science 
with scientism. This trait is very apparent in our daily practices, as we tend to confuse the two. 
Scientism gives science the mantle of being ‘holier than thou’ and treats it as a supreme 
knowledge form. This creates the most devastating condition since anything that can be 
corroborated by scientific methodology holds the truth effect. The formula of scientism that was 
at least practiced in Nazi Germany is:  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The above formula that scientism follows closely makes literally everything justified as long as it 
follows the basic principle. The occult roots of Anti Semitism and the scientific claim of Anti 
Semitism were not exactly far away from each other. In fact as seen in the writing of Lanz they 
actually work together to substantiate the claim.  The occult traditions have in themselves an 

Whatever it 
might be. If corroborated 

by Scientific 
methodology  

 

Holds Basic 
relevance and 
Close to Truth. 
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inherent tendency of absolutism and if in somehow corroborated by a scientific methodology get 
exalted by scientism, which is again absolutist in itself. To add to the dismay the Nazi state was 
in itself totalitarian and believed in absolute authority. Scientism complements totalitarianism in 
a way that it gives the legitimacy that totalitarian orders require. Historically fascist states are 
extremely welcoming of science. In my opinion the welcoming is of scientism, the authoritarian 
ideology that can be used to such devastating effects. Scientism always tries to makes itself 
synonymous to science to gain maximum effects. Of course Science is no innocent victim and 
has its own problems as every other discipline does but that is altogether a different question. 
However, it is my personal observation that science and Scientism has an parasitic relationship, it 
is very difficult for science to gain the privileges it enjoys without scientism. Science without 
Scientism would be God without Religion and as we; all know Gods do not love that. It is 
important to leave this hormonal infatuation with science that has grasped our society from quite 
some time. Science’s status is now like the new God’s word and much of it is the doing of 
Scientism. Human beings have suffered too much already for keeping God’s word, no need to 
repeat what our ancestors have done. Nazism collapsed the boundaries between science and 
scientism and while they did it royally, we still keep on doing the same perhaps in a lesser scale. 
Science needs to be stripped of its status, as the Burning Bush and it should be treated like every 
other knowledge form. Only then can humankind be free from the disdains of the impure blood 
and the shorter jawbones, the smoke of the gas chamber and the killing of the innocents.    
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