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The Healthy Jew is of a piece with the respectful debunking of the Cantor/Swetlitz and Hashiloni-Dolev volumes. Hart devotes his volume to the reinterpretation of Mosaic law by nineteenth- and twentieth-century Jewish apologeticists seeking to demonstrate its congruity with modern medicine and eugenics. 


Beginning in the eighteenth century, even sympathetic advocates of Jewish civic equality had been in general agreement that ghetto life had produced a physically degenerate and diseased Jewish community plagued by parasites, germs, cancer, abnormality, and physical weakness. Many of these pathologies were considered heritable and immutable. In as much as the Jews were relocating westward on a massive basis, such a concept was injurious not only to Jewish self-image, but also to immigration prospects. Thus, the conditions of the ghetto came to be represented in an entirely new light – as a selectionary process that had qualitatively winnowed out the Jews and permitted only the best to survive thanks to superior sanitation, natural disease resistance, and high intelligence. Numerous Jewish and non-Jewish texts presented the Bible and Talmud as codes of hygiene and health. Hart qualifies such views as “the nexus of Moses, Judaism, and hygiene.” (Remember that eugenics was often referred to as “racial hygiene.”) Jewish ritual was portrayed as a model for societies in general. And Hart goes on to point that ultimately science even replaced theology in framing the terms of the debate. “What should we make of the strategy of translation and equivalence in the context of the first half of the twentieth century, in Europe and America?” he asks. “What did it mean at the time to want to make Judaism and eugenics compatible?”

The following list of Jewish characterizations of Jewish reproductive practices illustrates the historical inaccuracy of claims made by modern opponents of eugenics, who present eugenics exclusively as a racist and anti-Jewish mentality:

1884 The American Hebrew: “The law of fittest surviving, aided by the breeding of hereditary qualities in a pure race, has given the Jews a physiological and mental superiority which can be perpetuated only by the perpetuation of the race purity.” 

1894 Cesare Lombroso: “The constant centuries-old persecutions functioned, as one would say following Darwin, as a selecting factor for the race as well as the individual.” 
1895 Alfred Nossig: “biological superiority of contemporary Jews.”

1901 Maurice Fishberg: “the modern Jew is, physically and mentally, a product of natural selection, of a process of survival of the fittest which has been going on for two thousand years.” 

1905 Max Levy: “the relation of the Jew to his surroundings and environment will follow the laws… clearly set forth by Spencer, Huxley, Darwin and other exponents of the theory of evolution.” 

1910 The Jewish Chronicle: “Moses, the Lawgiver, was the first and greatest of all eugenists.”

1911 Arthur Ruppin: persecutions acted as a “selection process,” leaving only the smartest.
1916 Rabbi Max Reichler: “Neglect to hand on undimmed the priceless germinal qualities which such families possess, can be regarded only as betrayal of a sacred trust.”

1917 Yitzak-Issac (?) Ratner: “He [Abraham] was literally compelled by eugenics.” (date of publication may have been as early as 1910.)

1930 Hans Goslar: [Jewish] “eugenic efficacy.”

1939 William Feldman: “judicious selective mating…. Race hygiene was almost a fetish among them [the Jews].”

1940 Hyman Morrison: “only the sturdiest of the group survived.” Hart comments: “Published in 1940, Morrison’s polemic would seem to suggest that little reconsideration of Jewish history in the light of the laws of natural selection had occurred.”

1949 Isidore Simon: Jewish sacred writings demonstrate an intense interest in matters “that we today would call eugenics and heredity.”

Such views were echoed by many non-Jewish eugenicists:

1915 G. Stanley Hall (President of Clark University) in the Menorah Journal: both “Jews and Yankees” have a keen appreciation of eugenics, but “you are increasing in number while we are decreasing.” 

1916 Stanton Coit: “The Jews, ancient and modern, have always understood the science of eugenics, and have governed themselves in accordance with it; hence the preservation of the Jewish race.”

1929 Thurman Rice: “There is no better argument for the universal practice of eugenics than the marvelous success of the Jewish race.”

1939 James Crichton-Browne: “Rabbinic and Talmudic precepts anticipated many of the hygienic teachings of today.”

Obviously this chronology could be extended, but is limited by the time frame of the book under review.

Aware of the controversial nature of his subject matter, Hart avoids drawing broad conclusions and instead opts to conclude by simply pointing out the historical inaccuracy of post-1967 eugenics narrative:

Jewish genetic identity over thousands of years; Jewish diseases passed on hereditarily; a Jewish advantage passed on genetically, that explains the statistical overrepresentation of Jews in the arts and sciences – these are all images and ideas that are circulating again.

A distorted single-dimensional image of the eugenics movement currently prevails in the popular mentality, and these three books by Jewish scholars represent significant landmarks in both reestablishing historical accuracy and renewing the grand ongoing discourse on human nature and meaning. Hart, whose Politics of Modern Jewish identity (2000) was judged “Best First Book in Jewish Studies” by the American Academy of Jewish Research, comments:
In the post-Holocaust literature on eugenics and Social Darwinism the Jews are most often portrayed, understandably, as victims of this set of ideas and governmental practice…. Yet, as important as this understanding of the historical relationship between Jewry and racial science is, it is only part of the story…. I am arguing for a more complex and ambiguous picture of that period.

The age-old tension between universalism and tribalism running through Jewish thought was absent for Jewish eugenicists of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. For them it was clear that Jewry had a mission – to serve as a model for other societies. But for three decades now the heritage they strove so arduously to create has been ignored – replaced by an emotion driven frontal assault on their ideals – even as those same ideals continued to be honored within the Jewish community. The evolutionary price paid for humanity’s genetic patrimony was horrendous; we must not permit it to be squandered. The goal of healthy intelligent children should not be an issue of contention. Hopefully, these honest books are harbingers of a new spring, of a reinvigorated sense of Jewish mission and responsibility. 
