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Preface

“Seid Menschen!”
(Margot Friedldnder)

The tragic case of the Jewish scholar Hedwig Klein (1911-1942) is well known. A
student of Islamica, Semitica, and English philology and literature at Hamburg,
Klein passed her oral doctoral exams on 18 December 1937. Both the exams and her
dissertation were given the highest possible grade. However, when she handed in
the revised dissertation in November 1938, the influence of the Nazi race laws was
already at work; she was denied the imprimatur and hence the doctoral degree.
Beginning in 1937, Klein had begun to search for ways to leave Germany with the
support of her former teachers and other friends. An opportunity to emigrate to
India presented itself during the summer of 1939 but eventually failed because of
the imminent outbreak of World War IL Klein made it only as far as Antwerp before
she had to return to Hamburg at the end of August 1939. Beyond her participation
in the Harrassowitz project to compile a dictionary of modern Arabic between Sep-
tember 1941 and the spring or early summer of 1942, little is known about the con-
ditions of her life in the following years. On 11 July 1942 Hedwig Klein was deported
to Auschwitz, where she was murdered. In 1947 she was granted a posthumous
doctoral degree.

Few primary sources for Hedwig Klein’s biography survive. Besides her high
school certificate and her doctoral dissertation, only some of her letters to former
teachers and other mentors have been preserved. Initial studies of Klein’s sad fate
were published by Peter Freimark and Emeri van Donzel in 1991 and 1993, respec-
tively, each focusing on a different set of sources. Since 2014, several blogs and
online essays devoted to Klein’s fate have been published, and they have prompted
an outpouring of shorter essays and blog posts focusing on her involvement with
Hans Wehr’s Arabisches Worterbuch fiir die Schriftsprache der Gegenwart and the
book’s alleged connection to efforts to produce an authorized Arabic translation of
Hitler’s Mein Kampf. Although these publications have been primarily interested in
Wehr, rather than Klein herself, they initially triggered my interest in Hedwig Klein.
I was struck by the lack of documentation in these blog posts and essays as well as
the absence of any attempt to situate Klein’s biography within a larger framework.
My subsequent search for relevant materials turned into an intriguing journey
through a plethora of archival sources, each providing important clues to aspects
of Klein’s short life and to her broader familial, social, and scholarly context.

This study attempts to shed light on Hedwig Klein’s environment(s) by investi-
gating her extended family (Chapter 1.1); her time as a pupil at the Bieberstrafien-
schule and the Lichtwarkschule, including her peers and teachers (Chapter 1.2);
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and her studies and fellow students at Hamburg University (Chapter 1.3). The
extent of the surviving documentary material on the many individuals whose lives
I discuss varies significantly from case to case. To help distinguish less well-known
individuals, I provide precise dates of birth and, if available, of death. If no dates
are indicated, the dates are simply unknown. Chapter 1.4 analyzes Klein’s scholarly
contribution as manifested in her 1938 doctoral dissertation, one of the first criti-
cal editions of a work on the history of Ihadism in Oman, and places it within the
context of the state of the art of Ibadi studies in the 1930s. In Chapters 1.5 and 1.7 I
discuss the support Klein received from various quarters for her ultimately unsuc-
cessful attempts to leave Germany between 1937 and 1942. Klein‘s principal schol-
arly contribution alongside her dissertation consists of the work she undertook for
the Harrassowitz project Neu-arabisches Wérterbuch from September 1941 until
the spring or early summer of 1942. Given the controversy around the project and
her participation in it, Chapter 1.6 begins by outlining the long tradition of Western
studies on Arabic lexicography and the many attempts to produce a dictionary of
contemporary Arabic in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This
survey is followed by a history of the Neu-arabisches Worterbuch in the 1930s and
1940s, as far as it can be established, and Klein’s involvement with it. Contrary
to the claims made on various blogs, Klein’s contribution to the Wérterbuch was
minimal when compared to those of other contributors, but its scholarly quality,
like that of her doctoral dissertation, was superb. In fact, both her dissertation
and her contributions to the Worterbuch demonstrate her erudition as a philol-
ogist and an Arabist, as well as her assiduity and her perfectionism—the latter
a quality that sadly cost her the chance to save her life, since she insisted on per-
fecting her dissertation before submitting it, despite the growing persecution she
faced as a Jew under Nazi rule and the increasingly urgent advice of her teachers.
Chapter 1.8 traces the afterlife of Klein’s dissertation and the posthumous grant-
ing of her doctorate, and Chapter 1.9 surveys the ways she has been remembered
in subsequent scholarship. Finally, Chapter 1.10 discusses the alleged connection
between the Worterbuch project and the German authorities’ attempts to produce
an authorised Arabic translation of Hitler’s Mein Kampf—a recurring theme in
popular writings about Hedwig Klein since 2014. The chapter demonstrates that
there is in fact no connection between the two projects; the claim is based on a mis-
reading of a 1938 letter by the head of the Orient desk of the German Foreign Office,
Werner Otto von Hentig. My correction to this dominant narrative is not meant to
downplay the difficulties that Klein faced during her work for the dictionary nor
to endorse wholesale how she was treated in the process. I am also not invested in
exonerating Hans Wehr from the charge of Nazi sympathies, although that charge
is unfounded. Rather, my intention is to set the historical record straight and to
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counter the misleading sensationalism with which this episode has been treated
and which is, above all, unfair to Klein’s legacy.

Klein’s tragic life story is a microhistory of a deeply troubled but incredibly
fascinating historical moment, which had major implications for the trajectory of
Islamic studies in the twentieth century and up to the present day. As such, her fate
stands as a reminder of the impact of the Holocaust on the production of knowl-
edge about Islam writ large, especially in Germany, but also globally. The Nazis’
rise to power in 1933 marked a turning point in the development of the discipline
of Arabic and Islamic studies. Its repercussions extended well beyond Germany
and continental Europe. It signaled the end of German scholars’ leadership in the
discipline and of German as the principal language of scholarship, and it resulted
in an internationalization that left the field very different from what it had been in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the months following Hitler’s inau-
guration as chancellor on 30 January 1933, the Nazi Party’s success in the 5 March
1933 parliamentary elections, and the passage of the Enabling Act on 24 March
1933, measures were taken to banish Jews from civil society, including institutions
of higher education. These measures had an immediate effect on faculty in German
universities. Jewish scholars were forced into retirement, and Jewish students
were eventually no longer permitted to earn doctoral degrees. Over the next few
years, many of them chose to leave Germany, but a large number of Jewish scholars
and students of Oriental studies were murdered during the Holocaust. Those who
managed to avoid deportation and murder by leaving Germany before 23 October
1941, when all Jewish emigration from Germany was officially banned and deporta-
tions to concentration camps began, were dispersed around the world. Some went
to Mandatory Palestine, others to the United States, Belgium, England, France, and
Turkey. Many continued to emigrate to other countries, and not all of them found
ways to continue their academic careers. Whereas many Jewish Orientalists who
settled in Mandatory Palestine, later Israel, managed to continue some aspects of
the German scholarly tradition at the Hebrew University, which had been founded
in 1925, this was not the case for others who pursued their careers elsewhere—
including non-Jewish scholars who were forced into exile during those years.

AsIfinish this book, I would like to express my gratitude to the many colleagues
who have supported, helped, and advised me. In Hamburg, Rainer Nicolaysen,
Hendrik Althoff, and Susan Johannsen familiarized me with the Staatsarchiv’s
holdings and complexities. Mark Emanuel Amtstatter and his team (Andrea Diekert
and Gitte Walther) at the Staats- und Universitatshibliothek Hamburg Carl von Ossi-
etzky went out of their way to help me access the archives of various Hamburg
Orientalists. Johanna Blautzik made every effort to open relevant resources in
the Hamburger Bibliothek fiir Universitatsgeschichte to me. In Princeton, thanks
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are due to the staff of the Institute for Advanced Study’s Historical Studies-Social
Science Library—Marcia Tucker, Karen Downing, Aaron Hershkowitz, Kristin
Longmuir, and Beverly LaRue—who tirelessly helped me find relevant published
sources. Barbara Wehr shared materials from the Wehr family archive with me,
and Gaby Strothmann provided me with access to the Strothmann family archive.
Hans Hinrich Biesterfeldt gave me copies of parts of Albert Dietrich’s unpublished
memoirs. Kinga Dévényi helped me navigate some of the relevant Hungarian
sources, and Stefan Kampfer and Rosmarie Koller transcribed letters and notes
written in the Stolze-Schrey system for me. I also thank all those who kindly pro-
vided me with relevant information or comments on earlier drafts of this study:
Volker Adam, Camilla Adang, Giler Dogan Averbek, Rainer Brunner, Guy Burak,
Sebastian Gunther, Hanan Harif, Lina Jabali, Marion Katz, Grigory Kessel, George A.
Kiraz, Eckart Krause, Amit Levy, Beate Meyer, Ursula Miiller, Uta Nitschke, Christian
Robin, Stefanie Rudolf, Valentina Sagaria Rossi, Gudrun Schubert, Sarah Stroumsa,
Georges Tamer, SherAli Tareen, Jan Thiele, Hans van de Velde, Dror Weil, and
Philipp Zschommler.

This study is primarily based on unpublished archival materials, and the rele-
vant letters and documents are reproduced with commentary in Part 2 of this book.
I gratefully acknowledge the following archives and institutions, which granted me
access to their holdings either in digital form or in situ and permitted me to include
reproductions of selected documents in the study: Arbeitsstelle fiir Universitéts-
geschichte, Universitat Hamburg; Archiv des Amtsgerichts Hamburg; Archiv fir
Zeitgeschichte (ETH Zurich); Arolsen Archives: International Center on Nazi Per-
secution; Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Munich; Berlin-Brandenburg Akademie
der Wissenschaften; the British Library, London; Bibliothek der Deutschen Mor-
genlandischen Gesellschaft, Halle; Bibliothek des Instituts fir den Nahen Osten /
Turkologie und Iranistik, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitit, Munich; Bundesarchiv
Berlin-Lichterfelde; Bundesarchiv Koblenz; Center for Jewish History, New York;
Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preuflischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin; Hamburger Schulmu-
seum; Hessisches Staatsarchiv, Marburg; Hessisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Wieshaden;
Institut fiir die Geschichte der deutschen Juden, Hamburg; Institut fiir Orient- und
Asienwissenschaften, Bibliothek, Bonn University; Israel State Archives, Jerusalem;
Landesamt fiir Burger- und Ordnungsangelegenheiten, Berlin; Leibniz-Zentrum
Moderner Orient (ZMO), Berlin; Leiden University Libraries; Leo Baeck Institute,
Jerusalem; Museum am Rothenbaum: Kulturen und Kiinste der Welt, Hamburg;
Middle East Institute, Washington, DC; National Archives of the United Kingdom,
Kew; National Library of Israel, Jerusalem; Netherlands Institute for the Near East,
Leiden; Politisches Archiv Auswartiges Amt, Berlin; Seminar fiir Arabistik/Islam-
wissenschaft I, Georg-August-Universitat Gottingen; Sourasky Central Library, Tel
Aviv; Staats- und Universitatshibliothek Hamburg Carl von Ossietzky; Staatsar-
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chiv Hamburg; Staatsarchiv Landhut; Staatsarchiv Niirnberg; Stadtarchiv Erfurt;
Stiftung Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin; Universitatsarchiv Frankfurt
am Main; Universitatsarchiv Gottingen; Universitatsarchiv Greifswald; Univer-
sitatsarchiv Halle-Wittenberg; Universitatsarchiv Hamburg; Universitatsarchiv
Jena; Universitatsarchiv Minchen; Universitatsarchiv Ttbingen; Universitatshib-
liothek Basel; Universitédtshibliothek Freiburg; Universitats- und Landesbibliothek
Minster; Biblioteca di Orientalistica, Universita degli studi di Torino; Cadbury
Research Library, University of Birmingham; Warburg Institute Archive, London;
Wiener Holocaust Library, London; Yale University Libraries, New Haven; Zweig-
bibliothek Asien-/Afrikawissenschaften und Islamische Theologie, Humboldt Uni-
versity Berlin.

I wrote much of this book in 2024 and 2025 as a fellow and alumna of the
Hamburg Institute for Advanced Study (HIAS). This fellowship allowed me to
work on relevant archival material held by the Staats- und Universitatshibliothek
Hamburg Carl von Ossietzky, the Staatsarchiv Hamburg, and the Universitatsar-
chiv Hamburg. I would like to thank the entire HIAS staff, especially Dorothea
Riiland, Christian Suhm, Sonja Graber-Magocsi, Ulrike Dorfmiiller, and Tanja Kruse
Brandao, for their support during my time in Hamburg.

I acknowledge the use of DeepL Translate (https://www.deepl.com/translator)
to generate translations of the German passages quoted in §§11, 21, 61, 74, 87, 94, 104,
107,121, 124, 126, 145, 161, 165, 178, 179, 188, and 190, and in n. 491. I have checked
them for accuracy and edited them as needed. Thanks are also due to the two anon-
ymous reviewers for their comments, to Hanna Siurua for her careful copyediting
of the book manuscript, to Maria Mercedes Tuya for the preparation of the images
included in this book; to Bjérn Bentlage, Barbara Henning, DZenita Kari¢, Liza
Maria Franke, and Georg Leube for having accepted it for publication in the series
“Islamkundliche Untersuchungen”; and to Torsten Wollina and Ashley Fritsch at
De Gruyter for seeing it through the press. In 1938, Walter de Gruyter refused to
publish Hedwig Klein’s doctoral dissertation because she was Jewish. Therefore,
it is particularly meaningful that this study on Klein is now being published by De
Gruyter.

Princeton, NJ, April 2026
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Figure 1: Portrait Hedwig Klein (StAHH, 364-13 Fakultaten/Fachbereiche, Phil. Fak., Promotion Nr. 668).
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