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Ah;;fr«ct: The ltvcd conkxt of euthana;;1a lmdcr the Nazis is f;S\ablishe<l thm:1gh four brief nar­
ratives. The firsl two td! of the author'i<CXJlCrience with a German farm family which hid a deaf 
mJ.k ,kring the war and.with a "silent" bdlding ,vhich turned O\tl to havehouscdJmcph 
;\1cngck and hi,; staff The third narrative co:.cems Mengc!c's fascination widi a Roma  boy aJ 
A11sch1v:'.tz and the i{mrth a :Jim used to ,Ki;;i.;stom German audiences ::o mercy�ld!ling. A 
survey nf key developments in rhc history of eug,;,nks theory in Germany and the United Sta:.es 
fol:ow1, 1md a thesis is ;..fovo!op0d that !he saiue utc1:1l�purifi-cati,Jn impulses that dr,,ve German 
;;cie:1.cc duf!ng the 19'.tO:,. and 1940s were prcsvnt in AJncri<.:an documents nnd !egal 
pmcedmgs. 

I 

WE KNOW A GREAT DEALahout the history ofthe"Nazidoctors,"
a group far more amorphous than the ti!lc of Robert J. Lif\on's (1986) well­
known study would irnply. Yet knowledge comes to us from more than archi•· 
vaJ texts and lists of data, especially, it seerns, when that kno\.vlcdgc is 
dim­cult to understand or painful to confront. Narrativc---the telling of 
stodes-· helps us struclurc and make meaning out of knowledge and 
experience and data and history, J would like to i111roducc thfs difficult 
subjeet of doctor:, who became murderers and of science which became 
the servant of idcol•· ogy

1 
with four stories •--··two personal and two public. 

These may help survey the tcll'ain before us. 

Story 1: The Deaf-Mute in Frntheim 
I have been going back and forth to Gcnnany since 1982 when J was first a 
student there. In 1982, my wife, also u Gcrmanophone and Gemrnnophile, 
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guilt------individual or collective. The sign at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of­
fered a modest representation of the past, at leas l in the form of the tempo­
rary poster, of the crimes of the past perpetrated in Germany's name and by 
Germans. But, wasn 't there a lack of representation on any day before the 
poster went up and after it came down? 

The kind of awareness embodied in the poster�o f the place the past occu­
pies�is relatively new for Gcrrnanis public sphere. In advertising a later 
exhibition on Nazi legacies and the history of the university, the local student 
government wrote the following comment: 

ln �he former main building of the department of political science, the 
�mser Wilhelm Institute fOr Anthropology, Human Heredity, and Eugen­
ics, along with its staff member Joscf Mcngclc, delivered pscudoscicntific 
legitimation for Nazi experiments from l 927 until l 945.'1 

My story about walking past the former p lace where scien1 ists became 
murderers is a story about the s i lence of the past and the apparent emptiness 
o� place. Only through knowledge docs place evoke memory and stories. My
third story, of Josef Mcngclc, moves narratives from private to public .

"N ' d  
" 

Story 3: Mengcie and His Roma Boy in Auschwitz 
M:ngclc's presence in today's landscape of the Free University community 
pomts to the place that Nazi doctors once occupied there and at other univer­
sities all over Germany. However, it is not the case that our ima11c :, of the 

az1 octor ·--the Mengclc  we know-•-�should serve as representat ive. Most 
Nazi doctors did their work and faded back into society a fter the war; most 
were not well known and much less notorious than Mcngclc. The "Nazi doc­
tor" in our minds is not necessarily only the evil Hollywood version of a 
character lik.c Mengel�, whom we know from his fantastic talc of escape to
South Amcnca, the discovery of his body (positively ickntificd by Israeli 
agent�) ,  and the subsequent publicity of his case through the German popular 
press rn the 1980s. A very publ ic libel case against author Peter Schneider 
(1 987) - -··--whose novel Vitti portrayed the inner lifC of loser Mcngelc's son, 
Kmi Mcngclc, as he grew without his fathcr·---brought to the minds of Ger� 
mans t�e possibility that anyone's long lost uncle might actua l ly have been a 
war cnmmal of the very worst sort. 

Menge le �s ''Angel of Death" hit the German newsstands in the mid- l 980s, 
about the tnne Robert J. Lifton's 1 986, The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing
and the P::iychology o

f 

Genocide made this generalized persona part of pub-
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lie discourse in the United States. The subject has been the standard stuff of 
college term papers ever since. By the time Stephen Spielberg ( 1 993) got to 
Mengele in Schindler '.\' List, we needed hardly any introduction to the hand-· 
some man in the white lab coat (rather than in an SS uniform) performing a 
Se/ektion with kindly words .  Perhaps Sara Nomberg-Pryztyk 's ( 1985) dc-­
scription in her memoir Auschwitz: True Tales.from a Grotesque Land is all 
we need to know about Mcngclc and his sadistic experiments with twins, 
children, and women. 

We were sitting in a little room in the infirmary when Marusia yelled, 
"Achtung! " We jumped up quickly and ran inside. We were standing at 
attention when Mcngelc walked in with a little gypsy boy who may have 
been about four years old. The little boy was a beauty. He was dressed in a 
gorgeous white uniform, consisting of long pants with an ironed-in crease, 
a jacket adorm�d with gold buttons, a man's shirt, and a tie. We stared, as if 
bewitched, at that beautiful child. It was c lear that Mcngelc was pleased to 
sec us thus enchanted. He p laced a chair in the middle of the infirmary and 
sat down in it, keeping the little gypsy squeezed between his knees. The 
little boy understood German. "Show them how you dance the kozak," he 
said. The little one danced the kozak while Mengele clapped his hands in 
rhythm . . . .  "Now sing a song." The little one sang a haunting gypsy melody. 
In the fall of l 944, the end came for the gypsy camp, T don 't remember the 
exact date, but the liquidation took place one October evening. In the morn­
ing all the young gypsy women were taken. As they were being herded to 
the transport, the women cried bitterly. Evidently, they understood that 
those who were staying in the camp were condemned to death. It was true, 
The same evening you could hear the murmur of the engines. They were 
all being taken lo the gas chambers . 111 that one night, twenty thousand 
gypsies were murdered. 11 is peculiar. But throughout that whole slaughter 
we could think of only one. Was Mengclc going to protect the beautiful 
boy from the gas? The next day he paraded through the camp without the 
litt le gypsy. The men told us that at the last minute Mcngcle had pushed 
him into the gas chamber with his own hands. (pp. 83-84) 

Nevertheless, the image of the evi l Nazi doctor is extreme. Most Nazi doc­
tors were not working in the death camps killing people with their own bare 
hands; most Nazi science was not even "pseudoscience." I am interested in 
seeing where medicine and science cross the l ine to murder -·-where the truth 
that science seeks becomes too dependent on political ideologies to be true. 
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is broad enough to cover cutting the Fallopian tubes. Three generations of 
imbeciles arc enough. (Friedlander, 1 995, p. 8) 

As we know from the notorious l 992 study, The Bell Curve (Herrnstein 
and Murray, 1 994), the distance between discussions of intelligence and jus­
tifications of racism is not very grcat. w By the 1 940s, the revelations of 
German crimes had discredited eugenic theories in the United States; but in 
Germany, eugenics came to serve one of the most impo1tant roles in justify­
ing the Holocaust, even in helping cause it. The mix of both a "radicalized 
psychiatty" and racist anthropology found special purchase in the Germany 
and Austria of the 1 920s and 1 930s (Sicmcn, 1 995) . AJ\cr the National So­
ciali sts came to power, of course the mix became deadly. 

Different terms for eugenics were used in Germany at the time: Erbhygenie 
[hereditary hygiene] , Rassenhygenie [racial hygiene], Fortpflanzungshygiene 
[reproductive hygiene] , and simply Eugenik. (This l atter term was used and 
understood by all, in both German and Engl ish .) In Germany, eugenics had 
gained a strong foothold in universities by the mid- l 920s . One of the most 
articulate scholars was also one of the most pernicious. Hans F. K, Giinthcr 
was a prolific scholar and popularized a specifi cally racist and anti-Semitic 
version of eugenics. GUnthcr was one of several dozen prominent scholars of 
racial hygiene but the only one of import to have joined the Na;,j party before 
Hitler came to power. He received the chair in racial hygiene at Jena in 1 930, 
jo ined the party in 1 932, and went on to another professorship at Freiburg. 
Giinther 's main works, Rassenkunde des deutschen Vo/Ices [The Racial Sci­
ence of the German People] ( 1 922), Rassenkunde Europas [The Racial Sci­
ence of Europe] ( 1924/ 1 929), and Rasse und Stil [Race and Nobility J (I 929) 
went through dozens of printings, and several spin-off products such as slide 
series and posters illustrating his points about race and heredity, helping his 
ideas reach millions. 

The publ isher of his works, l F. Lehmann in Munich, issued dozens of 
titles on racial science, racc-bnscd social poli cy, and racist ideology, includ­
ing school textbooks and scientific reference works. These were al l in fine 
editions, all by establ ished university and government professors and offi­
cials, and all, from our vantage point today, thoroughly racist and inhumanc. 1 1

Perhaps Lehmann 's most important title in the field was the so-called Baur­
Fischer-Lenz ( 1 923), a work which became the bible of racial science in the 
twenties and thirties. 12  While Baur--Fischer-lenz served the educated and 
university readers, Gilnthcr's works served the bourgeoisie ; he developed a 
"Nordic-raci al grammar" and popularized scienti fic racism. 1 3  The essential-

-----­
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ist connection Gilnther makes between language and a peoples' way of being 
is representative of his thinking: 

Without a doubt, the creative force of the Nordic race and its fecundity of 
creative men is  also related to the fact that its main peoples have been able 
to express themselves in their own innate language throughout history. 
One can say further: the strong poetic gift of the Germanic tribes is also 
related to the purity of the Germanic languages which have lost very little 
of their rich expressiveness [through importing foreign words] . 14 ( 1 922, p. 
366) 

This sort of chauvinism may seem foolish and relatively harmless when dis­
cussing poelly, but when judgments about all aspects of the quality of life arc 
subj ect to the same standards, profound hmm results . Gould, Friedlander, 
and others provide detailed accounts of the radicalization of science in this 
context. 1 5

The move from excluding the handicapped to murdering them began early. 
While the likes of Gi.inther and Baur-Fischer-Lenz went about creating the 
ideological underpinnings of the science of eugenics, others were calling for 
the logical and radical outcomes of such work. As early as 1 920, Karl Bind­
ing, a well-known and respected jurist, and Alfred Hoche, an established 
psychiatrist and neurologist, published a polemical tract arguing for the de­
struction of "life unworthy of life." The book became the basis for much of 
the thinking about euthanasia during the years preceding the Holocaust and 
put forth two key arguments in this context of eugenics: first, that the good of 
the folk community should take priority over the rights of an individual; and 
second, that the traditional obligations of physicians "to do no harm" was an 
old-fashioned notion that should no longer apply to modern societies. 

While the discussion of euthanasia at the time tended to center on mercy 
killing or assisted suicide in cases of terminal illness (the wife in the film /ch 
klage an), Binding and Hoehe concentrated instead on the broader idea of 
lebensunwertes Lehen, thus also including as their targets the handicapped 
and mentally ill (the baby in the film) . The trajectory of their argument also 
led unavoidably and necessarily toward the acceptance of excluding, and 
thus killing, not only patients who were unproductive and unworthy, but also 
those who were gemeinschaftsfl'emd, alien to the community (Friedlander, 
1 995, p .  7). From being gemeinschafl4l'emd, alien to the community, to be­
ing ar(j;•emd, alien to the race, was but a small, logical step and it was taken 
based in part on these early arguments of Binding and Hoche. 












