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I N T R O D U C T I O N

An Old Legend and a  
New Legacy

Concerns emanating from National Socialism will undoubtedly impact the di-

rection of [biological] research such that the biological worldview of Nazism 

and the science of biology are united into one. We are merely standing at the 

beginning of such a symbiotic penetration and development. Only the fu-

ture will shed light on the results of this symbiosis.1  D r .  W e r n e r  S i e D e n t o p ,  

G e r m a n  h i G h e r  S e c o n D a r y  S c h o o l  b i o l o G y  t e a c h e r  ( 1 9 3 5 )

In the southwestern German state of Baden-Württemberg, a 
short distance from the French border, lies the picturesque 
city of Staufen.2 As one embarks from the train station and 
walks past the ruins of the medieval castle nestled among 
the vineyards, one immediately becomes aware that Staufen 
possesses a long and rich heritage. Yet just how rich that 
heritage is only really becomes clear when one enters the 
old town square or Marktplatz. Conspicuous among the old 
buildings of the Marktplatz is the one known to inhabitants 
of this quaint city as the Lion’s Inn. On the façade of this old 
structure, visitors can still detect a story painted in a style 
reminiscent of a page from a medieval tome. This message 
relates the fate of Staufen’s most famous resident, who, ac-
cording to the inscription, found his demise in this build-
ing. The man was none other than Dr. Faustus—a scholar 
of the late Middle Ages—legendary for striking a deal with 
the devil in which the former agreed to sell his soul in ex-
change for twenty-four years of unparalleled knowledge in 
the black arts. As the message tells us, it was purportedly in 
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Staufen that, in 1539, Lucifer’s right-hand demon, Mephistopheles, ap-
peared to claim Faustus’s soul for eternal damnation.

Staufen proudly bears the moniker “the City of Faust” for its associa-
tion with this cultural icon of medieval Europe, and rightfully so. Hardly 
any other figure of Western European folklore has fueled the creative 
drives of so many intellectuals such as the German poet and playwright 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the French composer Charles Gounod, 
and the German novelist Thomas Mann for so many centuries.3 Argu-
ably, however, it was the English dramatist Christopher Marlowe who 
created the first lasting image of the scholar in his 1604 play The Tragical 
History of Dr. Faustus.4 In his tragedy, Marlowe portrays his title character 
as a scholar with an insatiable appetite for knowledge. The curtain rises 
on Faustus pacing the floor of his study in agitation; after mastering all 
scholarly pursuits, the Doctor still thirsts for knowledge and intends to 
turn to the black arts to gain omniscience. This he does by conjuring up 
the evil spirit Mephistopheles in a supernatural ceremony, in the hopes 
that Mephistopheles’ master, the Devil, can give Faustus the knowledge 
he craves. But sure enough, there is a catch: Mephistopheles is willing to 
grant Faustus’s wish only under the condition that the scholar pledge 
himself, body and soul, to the Devil at the end of his life. Dr. Faustus ac-
cepts these terms; he thus enters into what posterity has more recently 
dubbed the “Faustian bargain.” Nevertheless, like all tragedies, Marlowe’s 
story does not end well for the protagonist. As death draws near, Faustus 
realizes that his unlimited thirst for knowledge and its resultant fleet-
ing thrill of power were not worth the price he would soon have to pay. 
And even though Faustus tries to repent his sins to attain salvation, his 
efforts are futile; evil spirits whisk away the pathetic frame of the once 
great scholar to suffer the miseries of hell. For Marlowe’s audience, the 
lesson of the story is clear: people should beware of compromising their 
morals for personal gain, lest they, too, be eternally damned. The author 
also intended to question the hubris of modernity (Christopher Marlowe 
wrote at the dawn of the modern era): the belief that humans should 
and can control everything and that they could cross once impenetrable 
boundaries—both scientific and ethical—with impunity.

This book also examines a Faustian bargain, but one of recent origin 
whose legacy is infinitely more tragic than anything envisioned by Mar-
lowe. The volume explores the deal struck between German specialists 
in human heredity (or, as it was later more frequently termed, human 
genetics) and representatives of the very epitome of evil in the twenti-
eth century: Nazism. Both parties were relatively new to the world scene 
when they initiated the bargain in 1933. Human heredity owed its ex-
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istence largely to the rediscovery of Gregor Mendel’s (1822–84) laws of 
inheritance in 1900. For many practitioners in this fledgling discipline, 
eugenic concerns motivated their interest in questions of human genet-
ics. Eugenics, according to Francis Galton (1822–1911), the British stat-
istician, cousin of Charles Darwin, and researcher into the mathematical 
understanding of human heredity who coined the term in 1883, was 
“ ‘the science’ of improving human stock by giving ‘the more suitable 
races of blood a better chance of prevailing over the less suitable.’ ”5 Re-
search into human genetics, especially into what would later be known as 
medical genetics, fueled a desire to apply this knowledge to improve what 
we today call the gene pool of a human population. These twin fields, 
human genetics and eugenics, were not separate entities during much of 
the first half of the twentieth century. As such, we should view them and 
their German practitioners as one unit and one party to the bargain. The 
other party to the deal was the political movement known as National 
Socialism (or Nazism, for short) and its key officials. Nazism, as is gener-
ally known, rose from the ashes of a humiliated, impoverished, and po-
litically impotent Germany in the years immediately following the First 
World War (1914–18). Even though the origins of these future partners of 
the Faustian bargain were completely separate, historical circumstances 
would soon find the two courting each other when the Nazis became the 
most important political force during the last years of the ill-fated Wei-
mar Republic (1918–33). By this time, the financial constraints put on 
many professionals by the worldwide depression as well as a sincere in-
terest to advance their science—both theoretical and applied—motivated 
members of the German human genetics community to look seriously at 
the one political party that had “race” and “heredity” as its intellectual 
focal points: the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (or NSDAP). 
The expectation that the Nazis would somehow further their professional 
interests existed both among individuals who produced human genetic 
knowledge and those who disseminated this science. Given the NSDAP’s 
emphasis on biological politics—in particular, its desire to craft a geneti-
cally healthy and racially pure German national community, or Volk—it 
comes as little surprise that key Nazi bureaucrats would actively seek the 
help of experts in human heredity. These were the only scholars in Ger-
many who could “scientifically” advance National Socialist racial goals 
both at home and abroad. For both sides about to seal the bargain, the 
German human geneticists and Nazi state and party officials, it must have 
appeared to be a marriage made in heaven.

Despite the fact that scholars have only recently referred to the rela-
tionship between German human geneticists and the political authorities  
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during the Third Reich as a “Faustian bargain,”6 historians have been 
examining the interaction between the two parties for decades. More 
than sixty years have passed since the liberation of Auschwitz—the time 
when the world saw the full horrors committed by the Nazis in the name 
of “racial purity” and “good heredity.” However, it has only been about 
thirty years since researchers earnestly began their quest to understand 
the motives of those scientists largely responsible for these and other hei-
nous crimes. German geneticist Benno Müller-Hill’s Tödliche Wissenschaft 
(Murderous Science), first published in 1984, was the pioneering study.7

Since the publication of Tödliche Wissenschaft, more than two hun-
dred books and articles have been written dealing with facets of the bio-
medical sciences and their practitioners under National Socialism. There 
is, to be sure, enough published material available on aspects of the topic 
to occupy an individual for a lifetime.8 Even delineating a historiographi-
cal landscape of the current literature is difficult. Recognizing that what 
follows is, by necessity, a simplification, one can say that these studies 
differ greatly in respect to their scholarly intent, degree of historical con-
textualization, and interpretative framework.

Some of the oldest and pathbreaking studies have concentrated on 
laying bare the frightful particulars of Nazi medical crimes and their 
perpetrators.9 Many of these publications focus on naming the medi-
cally trained individuals who undertook nonconsensual medical experi-
ments in “euthanasia hospitals,” as well as at slave labor or extermination 
camps and describing their grizzly deeds. As a rule, these works, like those 
of German journalist Ernst Klee, do not embed their subjects or their 
activities in their proper historical context.10 While no one would wish 
to underestimate the importance of revealing the “witches’ Sabbath”11 
of medical transgressions that form the content of books on medicine of 
this genre, publications dealing with these important topics do not ad-
equately explain how such actions were possible in the first place. Indeed, 
they lack a viable framework in which to analyze them. Some books, like 
Edwin Black’s War against the Weak, although not limited to medical 
crimes, is simply wrong-headed and sensationalistic. It assumes that the 
American eugenics movement is primarily responsible for racial policy, 
and ultimately, the Holocaust, in Germany during the Third Reich—an 
untenable position, the existence of a strong U.S.-German eugenic con-
nection notwithstanding. It is purposely designed to shock readers (which 
it does) by mixing truth with half-truths and distortions. From reading 
Black’s work, one would think that all American eugenicists were Nordic 
racists. We are also made to believe that all Rockefeller Foundation (RF) 
officers had no qualms about what was going on in the Kaiser Wilhelm 
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Institute (KWI) for Psychiatry during the early years of the Third Reich. 
No mention is made of Alan Gregg and Daniel O’Brien’s critique. More to 
the point, the reader is never told that the RF’s policy was to fund “good 
science,” irrespective of politics. One can and should debate the appro-
priateness of adhering to a policy that supports seemingly good research 
under intolerable conditions, but it is important to understand the RF’s 
position in order to explain why its funding went on as long as it did. 
Moreover, as historian of biology Garland Allen has rightfully claimed, 
Black’s conclusions miss the point about the dangers of biological re-
ductionism in an age of genomic medicine.12 Indeed, Black’s account is 
at odds with what this author is trying to achieve in the present study: 
contextualized history.

There are, however, notable examples of excellent, fully contextual-
ized, studies on biomedical perpetrators—particularly those involved in 
the Nazi “euthanasia” project. Their purpose goes well beyond exposing 
the reader to the ill deeds of the medically trained “techno-bureaucratic 
intelligentsia.” Indeed, the excellent work of Michael Burleigh tells us 
as much about the problematic profession of psychiatry in the twen-
tieth century as it does about psychiatrists involved in the murder of 
“useless eaters.” Henry Friedlander designed his monumental study of 
Nazi “euthanasia” to demonstrate its inextricable connection to the “Fi-
nal Solution” as well as analyzing the actions of those involved in this 
murder project. In this process of intellectually multitasking, the authors 
have sparked debates surrounding the motivations of the “euthanasia” 
physicians—with Burleigh stressing the importance of economic and 
utilitarian factors in the arguments of the perpetrators and Friedlander 
emphasizing the role of ideology. Both, however, would agree that career 
opportunism—be it in order to rise in the professional hierarchy or to 
take advantage of unique outlets for vanguard research—played a signifi-
cant role. Other scholars, such as Michael Kater, have aimed to provide 
a “group portrait” of medical professionals during the Third Reich—not 
just those involved in obvious medical crimes—employing the tools of 
prosopography.13

On the opposing methodological side of research, some investigators 
have adopted a biographical approach to the subject. By concentrating 
on an important German biomedical researcher, such as Eugen Fischer 
(1874–1967) or Ernst Rüdin (1874–1952), or a leading figure in the Nazi 
Party’s “euthanasia” bureaucracy, such as Hitler’s personal physician Karl 
Brandt (1904–48), authors such as Niels Lösch, Matthias Weber, and, 
most recently, Ulf Schmidt offer an in-depth intellectual and political 
profile of some of the key players in the construction, legitimization, 
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and execution of the Nazi “racial state.”14 The expectation is that the 
worldviews and professional networks of these individuals will serve to 
illuminate their unholy career trajectories during the Third Reich. If done 
well, professional biographies are certainly excellent vehicles to reveal 
some of the unique as well as generational motivations for a biomedical 
scientist’s decision to negotiate the “Faustian bargain.”

Although the lay population may still believe that the research of Ger-
man biomedical experts, especially in the field of human heredity, has 
been distorted or corrupted by the Nazi politics, serious scholars have 
thankfully never supported that apologia—at least since the influential 
studies of Gerhard Baader, Karl-Heinz Roth, Götz Aly, Robert Proctor, 
Hans-Walter Schmuhl, Paul Weindling, and Peter Weingart et al. in the 
1980s.15 That having been said, it is only fairly recently that we possess 
a large body of scholarship that outlines, in minute detail, the fruitful 
relationship between biomedical professionals and key organs of the Nazi 
state. These works investigated the institutes that were part of Germany’s 
most important umbrella scientific organization, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gesellschaft (the Kaiser Wilhelm Society or KWS). In the context of a 
large five-year project (1999–2004) organized by the Max Planck Society, 
the postwar successor to the KWS, an international cadre of historians 
have published articles, anthologies, and books dealing with many of the 
forty-odd KWS institutes under the swastika. Many deal specifically with 
the six biology-related institutes of the Society during the Third Reich.16 
There were, of course, very important studies undertaken on the KWS 
and some of its institutes prior to this project. Kristie Macrakis provided 
the first English overview of the KWS during the Third Reich—no small 
undertaking. In it, she examined, among other things, the Kaiser Wil-
helm Institute for Anthropology, Human Heredity and Eugenics (KWIA), 
a research center that is critical for the present investigation.17 The pio-
neering work of historian of medicine Hans-Peter Kröner on the “post-
history” of the KWIA as well as its biomedical scientists in the immediate 
postwar period was indispensable for this study. It is a book that warrants 
a far larger audience than it has received in the United States.18

The rich and nuanced institutional studies stemming from the recent 
Max Planck Society project also deserve a wide readership. Among other 
things, they demonstrate that, in most cases, the researchers involved 
in the KWIs were engaged in vanguard science, thereby setting to rest 
the idea that the Nazis promoted “pseudo-science.” Moreover, they also 
make clear that world-renowned figures such as plant geneticists Fritz 
von Wettstein (1895–1945) and Hans Stubbe (1902–89), biochemist and 
Nobel Prize–winner Adolf Butenandt (1903–95), as well as neuropatholo-
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gist Hugo Spatz (1888–1969)—to mention only some of the biologically 
trained individuals not examined, or not examined in detail, in this pres-
ent study—negotiated a highly productive relationship with relevant 
Nazi officials in order to continue their research.19 They were not unwill-
ing puppets of the National Socialist regime. Fortunately, at least some of 
these books and articles are already available in English translation. Just 
recently, Susanne Heim, Carola Sachse, and Mark Walker have done the 
English-speaking world a tremendous intellectual favor by publishing an 
anthology of some of the most important preprints stemming from the 
project.20

Although I was greatly enriched by having had the opportunity to par-
ticipate in the Max Planck Society Project, the present volume is designed 
neither as an institutional history of the two KWS biomedical institutes 
(their different origins and methods of funding notwithstanding) that 
form chapters of this book nor as a biography of the three directors of 
these KWS research centers. I also do not aim to add to the collection 
of studies that are primarily preoccupied with exposing the variety and 
number of medical crimes perpetrated during this period, as important 
as this undertaking is for posterity.

This book has a different aim. First, it intentionally focuses on the 
“Faustian bargain” made between biomedical professional and officials of 
the Nazi state itself—be it located in KWS institutes, on the international 
stage, or in the college preparatory biology classroom. The study seeks 
to explain why and how this “deal” was negotiated as well as explore its 
ethical and professional consequences for the biomedical practitioners 
as well as the political ramifications for the institutionalization of Nazi 
racial policies. Second, the volume is designed primarily for the non-
specialist, although it is hoped that scholars in the field can also benefit 
from this analysis.21 It presents the nonexpert with the newest scholar-
ship in the field of German human heredity under the Nazis, without 
assuming that the reader has previous detailed knowledge of the subject 
matter. In addition, it shows how important members of the German 
human genetics community functioned not only during the peak geno-
cidal years of the regime, but also how they operated within the social, 
economic, and political contexts of the early years of the Third Reich. 
Even their activities and professional frustrations during the Weimar pe-
riod are taken into account, since I believe that one cannot understand 
German human geneticists’ willingness to enter into a deal with dignitar-
ies of the Nazi regime without examining this earlier context. However, 
there is one important caveat I must make clear regarding the use of the 
“Faustian bargain” metaphor: unlike the deal made between Faust and 
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the Devil in Marlowe’s play, German human geneticists and officials of 
the Nazi state never sealed a once-for-all-time agreement. The relation-
ship between them was ever-changing, if always useful to both parties. 
Third, although this is not the first study to place human heredity and 
racial hygiene in Germany, both before and during the Third Reich, in 
its larger international context, it does so much more systematically.22 If 
one wishes to assess what, if anything, was different about the practice of 
eugenics under the swastika, one must be able to examine it as part of a 
larger international network.

Finally, this volume seeks to offer a nuanced, nonjudgmental assess-
ment of the myriad ways in which human geneticists and German poli-
tics served to reinforce each other. The rich and wide-ranging archival 
source base used for this study (please see the list of archival sources) 
prevents any black-and-white interpretation of what I have termed the 
“Nazi symbiosis” between the science of human heredity and the racial 
policy aspirations of party officials during Third Reich. As such, I do not 
wish to “demonize” the biomedical scientists who actively took part in 
the most distasteful “fruits” of the “bargain.” When one thinks of Josef 
Mengele (1911–79), perhaps the most notorious German human geneti-
cist owing to the heinous medical crimes he perpetrated at Auschwitz, 
it is easy to believe that the scientists under consideration in this study 
were a different, indeed monstrous, strain of humanity. This was not the 
case. Tragically, the truth is that these researchers were all too human. 
The motivations for their actions were not intrinsically different from 
those of other professionals. Moreover, in discussing the actual science 
pursued by these human geneticists, the book will reinforce the efforts of 
other scholars who have tried to dispel a second myth common among 
the nonspecialist: that eugenics and racial anthropology, two essential 
subspecialties under the rubric of human heredity in the first half of the 
twentieth century, were “pseudoscientific” pursuits. Whatever one might 
think about them today, both were internationally respected and prac-
ticed by world-renowned human geneticists for most of the first half of 
the twentieth century. As the first chapter will make clear, neither eugen-
ics nor racial anthropology was a Nazi invention. Both flourished inside 
and outside of Germany prior to the advent of the Third Reich.

If, indeed, this is the case, inescapable questions follow: What, if any-
thing, was particularly “Nazi” about the way human heredity ( broadly 
defined to include eugenics and racial anthropology) functioned under 
the auspices of the Third Reich? What induced so many trained German 
human geneticists to enter into this Faustian bargain in the first place, 
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and what did the senior partner to this deal, the Nazi state and its func-
tionaries, gain from these scientists? Why did these same individuals 
continue to work for the Nazis even as the truly evil nature of the regime 
began to rear its ugly head—long before, one might add, its foray into 
mass murder? And why, in the midst of a brutal and brutalizing war, did 
many of these same professionals leap into the moral abyss by engaging 
in research using victims from concentration, extermination, and slave 
labor camps, as well as “euthanasia” hospitals? To sum up these series of 
questions with the haunting query of eminent Holocaust scholar Omer 
Bartov, “what was it that induced Nobel Prize–winning scientists” and 
“physicians known throughout the world for their research . . . to become 
not merely opportunistic accomplices but in many ways the initiators 
and promoters of [the] attempt to subject the human race to a vast sur-
gical operation by means of mass extermination of whole categories of 
human beings?”23

Providing historically satisfying answers to these questions is no easy 
task. It is, of course, relatively simple to single out a few of the anom-
alies of the human heredity-politics symbiosis under the swastika. For 
example, although mandatory sterilization laws existed in numerous 
countries, the number of Germans who were robbed of their fertility ex-
ceeded, by more than sixfold, that of the pioneer nation in this endeavor, 
the United States. In addition, although “positive eugenics” measures to 
increase the number of “valuable births” was echoed in practically every 
country boasting a eugenics movement, no nation went nearly as far as 
did Nazi Germany to take the combination of necessary steps to make 
this wish a seeming reality. Moreover, Germany was unique, even among 
fascist countries, in functioning as a “racial state”—a nation where the 
criterion for citizenship was determined by race and heredity. National 
Socialist Germany approached a biocracy, that is, a government where 
biomedical ideals and biomedical professionals were central for the re-
gime in both word and deed. Finally, it goes without mentioning that 
none of the egregious medical crimes perpetrated by the biomedical pro-
fessionals under discussion here—perhaps a potential logical result of a 
mindset that sought to separate the “valuable from the valueless”—have 
their counterparts elsewhere. We will examine these differences in the 
following chapters. But to facilitate an understanding of how the Ger-
man biomedical community could have taken the path that eventually 
led to genocide, a theoretical framework is required—one that elucidates 
the interface between modern science and politics in general and applies 
it to this specific case.
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This study employs such a paradigm. First proposed by historian of 
science Mitchell Ash in an article published in 2002 entitled “Science 
and Politics as Resources for Each Other,”24Ash’s theory challenges the 
idea that governments, especially more tendentious ones such as the Nazi 
regime, tend to simply “misuse” or “mobilize” science to do the bidding 
of the political authorities. This rightfully undermines the notion that 
the scientists involved are little more than passive pawns instrumental-
ized to do the government’s dirty work. Rather, Ash argues, we should 
view the relationship between politics and science in the modern world 
as mutually beneficial. Scientists and governmental authorities serve as 
“intellectual,” “political,” “rhetorical,” and “financial resources” for each 
other. Their relationship is dynamic and symbiotic. And not only is this 
symbiosis mutually beneficial, it often changes the type of scientific ques-
tions of interest to researchers. In short, the symbiosis can change the 
very content and practice of science itself. Although Ash’s paradigm is 
illuminating for many examples of science and technology during the 
Third Reich, it is, I believe, certainly the case for human heredity under 
the swastika, as my article of the history of the KWIA demonstrates.25 
Other authors have since recognized the explanatory power of Ash’s 
model.26

Not only was the Faustian bargain advantageous for both parties; each 
served as a constellation of “resources” for the other. More importantly, 
this symbiosis functioned such that questions and practices in the field of 
human heredity that were irrelevant or ethically unthinkable during the 
early years of the Third Reich became vanguard science in Germany dur-
ing the war. This, I argue, can help explain why human genetics in Ger-
many took the tragic trajectory that it did. To give a concrete example, I 
believe that Ash’s thesis can explain why, after years of constant exposure 
to Nazi rhetoric on “racial aliens”—rhetoric that German human geneti-
cists both helped to fashion and systematically legitimize through their 
scientific investigations—some of these same biomedical practitioners 
became more willing than before to use these “racial outsiders” as guinea 
pigs in the interest of their research. And as we will see, this research was 
intricately connected—on all levels—to the political policies of the Nazi 
racial state. Moreover, as the quote at the outset of this introduction 
makes clear, even a relatively obscure secondary school biology teacher 
during the Third Reich recognized the symbiotic relationship between 
his science and the Nazi worldview. That he could not anticipate the 
results—scientific, political, and ethical—of this emerging symbiosis in 
1935 suggests that few of his other academically trained colleagues in 
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the German human genetics community had possessed this foresight  
as well.

This study of the Faustian bargain formed between Germany’s human 
genetics community and government officials during the Third Reich 
certainly raises important questions regarding the ethical practice of sci-
ence, especially regarding the proper use of human subjects in scientific 
experiments. But larger, more broadly applicable, lessons can be learned 
from this episode in history, especially for individuals concerned about 
potential ethical pitfalls of recent developments in genetic technologies. 
In particular, the volume reminds the reader of the danger of taking the 
first morally problematic steps in science, even if they are initially done 
for “pragmatic” reasons. Justifying a relatively harmless or “understand-
able” ethically dubious action serves to morally desensitize scientists 
from making another, until, ultimately, they find themselves in an ethi-
cal quagmire from which it is virtually impossible to escape. Returning, 
for a moment, to the theme of this study, we must keep in mind that 
our historical actors were not moral monsters in 1933, even if some were 
involved in actions that make them appear so in light of the Holocaust. 
Given this reality, it is imperative for individuals today to try to under-
stand the professional and ethical dilemmas that these human geneti-
cists faced during the Third Reich, if we are to explain the choices they 
made. If examined up close, even this most morally problematic field 
of human genetics under the swastika is not clear-cut. The professional 
dilemmas—often unpleasant—that these scientists faced under National 
Socialism were nonetheless real, their grave historical consequences not-
withstanding.

Moreover, just as German human geneticists were not necessar-
ily moral monsters from the outset, neither was the Nazi state initially 
viewed by most Germans as a regime that would plunge the country into 
a racial war and genocide. To the average non-Jewish German citizen 
in the beginning of 1933, the new government probably did not seem 
radically different from many of the short-lived Weimar coalitions that 
preceded it. The Nazis did not gain control of the government through 
a coup d’état; their rise to power was done within the legal contours 
of the very political system they were intent on destroying. And when 
Hitler was appointed chancellor on January 30, 1933, as head of a coali-
tion government with the German Nationalists, the Nazis were in the 
numerical minority in the cabinet, and the Nationalists believed they 
had Hitler cornered. Hitler, many Germans thought, would help destroy 
the political left, eliminate the constraints of the hated Versailles Treaty, 
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give them back their national pride, and reintroduce authoritarian, not 
introduce totalitarian, rule. The majority of Germans and foreign politi-
cians alike did not read Hitler’s Bible, Mein Kampf (My Struggle). Even if 
they knew Hitler’s views in very general terms, most believed they were 
merely a rhetorical tool to become elected and that he would have to 
moderate them once entrusted with the reigns of power. We should also 
remember that ordinary Germans supported the NSDAP for a variety of 
reasons, but anti-Semitism was not high on the list. Hitler’s anti-Marxism 
was far more important to middle-class and wealthy Germans than his 
view of the Jews.

Like most academics at the time, many, if certainly not all, of the hu-
man geneticists who remained at their posts after 1933 were politically 
conservative nationalists. Some were also völkisch—people who believed 
in the desirability of an ethnically pure Germany purged of all “non-
Aryan” influence—while initially having reservations about the Nazis. 
A few were party members even prior to 1933. The point is that there 
was enough overlap between the aims of Nazis and nationalists to speak 
of a community of interests between them. If this was true of Nazis and 
nationalists (not just those who were members of the ultra-right-wing 
German Nationalist Party) generally, how much truer was it of national-
ist human geneticists and Nazi Party officials who expected so much from 
one another? To make a Faustian bargain is to recognize, at least to some 
degree, the terms of the deal. That having been said, German human ge-
neticist could not have predicted the end game of the Third Reich—the 
final price they would have to pay—in 1933. This is in part because the 
symbiotic relationship between their science and the Nazi state—not, of 
course, without their influence, but perhaps without their clear realiza-
tion—took on an ever more radical form over the course of the regime. 
It ultimately led to the moral demise of human heredity (at least in Ger-
many for a time) and the nihilistic destruction of the Nazi state. The 
bargain resulted in the untold suffering and death of millions.

Again, I must emphasize that my decision to refrain from delivering 
a moral verdict on the biomedical professionals in this study is not the 
result of any desire on my part to downplay their complicity in this large-
scale murder—a complicity that I fully recognize and whose warnings for 
posterity I earnestly heed. Rather, I hope to give my readers an apprecia-
tion of the complexities surrounding the choices made by my historical 
protagonists. Since I, as author, do not have any special insight into the 
minds of the human geneticists under discussion, people can legitimately 
come to different conclusions about the same “facts” surrounding this 
most catastrophic chapter of the twentieth century. But if the nonexpert 
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is to come away with anything more than knowledge of the crimes com-
mitted under the banner of eugenics and human genetics during the 
Third Reich, attempting to understand the historical contexts in which 
our biomedical professionals operated—including the conjunction of po-
litical, professional, and social circumstances that formed the parameters 
in which these individuals had to negotiate their choices—is a necessary 
prerequisite. In addition, to allow readers to “come to know” the main 
human geneticists under discussion well enough to understand their ac-
tions, I have purposely chosen to limit the number of scientists under 
investigation. With the exception of secondary school biology instruc-
tors, most German human geneticists in this story were KWS research-
ers. Since, however, the two human heredity-related Kaiser Wilhelm 
Institutes under discussion, despite their many differences, were the sites 
where most of the vanguard research in human genetics under the swas-
tika was undertaken, I do not feel that this small sample of scientists leads 
to one-sided conclusions about the nature of the Nazi symbiosis.

This volume is in the tradition of much of the most recent work on 
the history of National Socialism. Obviously, by employing the theme of 
the “Faustian bargain” between human geneticists and the Nazi state, I 
am suggesting that what made the dictatorship function in the critical 
realm of racial policy was “complicity and consent,” not, as was previ-
ously thought, merely “coercion and compulsion.”27 Indeed, the notion 
of a symbiosis goes beyond mere complicity and consent and suggests a 
meshing of interests on the part of the two parties to the bargain. And 
even the choice to withhold moral judgment is not new to historical 
analyses dealing with the Third Reich. Richard J. Evans, in his important 
study The Coming of the Third Reich, takes such an approach. As he states 
in his preface: “The purpose of this book is to understand: it is up to the 
reader to judge.”28 My own decision to withhold moral condemnation of 
any of the individuals studied in this work merely reflects the desire for 
readers to think critically about the issues raised; it should not be misin-
terpreted as an attempt to whitewash or legitimize the actions of these 
scientists. This last point cannot be stressed enough. I fully realize that, 
unlike Marlowe’s Faustus, there was no deathbed recantation of past sins 
on the part of these biomedical practitioners. Rather like Marlowe’s Faus-
tus, even had there been, that would not have saved at least some of these  
human geneticists from being “eternally damned” in the eyes of many. 
Had these compromised biomedical professionals openly expressed sec-
ond thoughts about their actions and displayed honest self-criticism, this 
might have altered the attitude that even a large number of contempo-
rary Germans have about recent genetic technologies. It probably would 
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have changed the assessment of the don of molecular biology, James 
Watson. In a speech held in Germany at the Max Delbrück Institute in 
Berlin-Buch in 1997, Watson concluded that had the former KWIA—one 
of the world’s former premier research centers for human genetics, and 
the KWI with the notorious Josef Mengele connection—“been bulldozed 
to the ground immediately after the war,” things would have been much 
easier for today’s German geneticists.29

Hence despite the complexity of the circumstances under which these 
practitioners operated, German human geneticists were still ultimately 
complicit—to varying degrees, of course—in the crimes associated with 
the Holocaust. And for their culpability in the worst human tragedy in 
history, there can be no excuse. By writing such a book, I do not question 
the legitimacy of other scholars’ desire to pass definitive ethical judg-
ments on these human geneticists. It is simply my hope that through my 
particular kind of analysis I, too, can make a contribution to the history 
of biomedicine in the Third Reich that is meaningful to a readership 
not necessarily familiar with the rich historiography on this subject. In 
addition, I also want to challenge my audience to ponder the poten-
tially grave implications resulting from making moral compromises in 
the scientific arena. Such reflection is demanded of all educated people 
as we embark upon genomic medicine and genetic technologies in the 
twenty-first century.

I trust that the main focus of this study—the examination of the sym-
biotic relationship between human heredity and Nazi politics—will be 
significant for scholars who are not experts in biomedicine in the Third 
Reich, especially researchers in the field of Holocaust studies. But be-
yond the central theme of the book, the analysis also highlights issues 
that are part of the historiography of National Socialism and the history 
of science, the domain of bioethicists and the concern of public school 
educators.

This work clearly supports the now commonplace understanding 
among historians of the Third Reich (but not necessarily of nonspecial-
ists) that the Nazi regime was not monolithic but polycratic. We know 
today that there were numerous competing state and party organizations 
vying for power in Germany under the swastika, and it is instructive to 
view our historical protagonists as they were forced to negotiate their way 
through this political labyrinth—sometimes profiting, sometimes suffer-
ing from it. It also raises the significant issue of continuity and change 
before and after 1933, a central topic in much of the scholarship dealing 
with the Third Reich, for the scientific discipline of human heredity. The 
question of the nature of complicity under the swastika is also of concern 
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to specialists in the field. In addition, this study also sheds light on the 
relationship between the KWS and the National Socialist state—an im-
portant area for historians of science that has been confirmed by numer-
ous publications stemming from the Max Planck Society project.

The interface of human heredity and National Social racial policy at 
the heart of this work also raises numerous ethical questions regarding 
the guidelines and limits of acceptable biological research. This is the 
case not just in the extreme examples of human experimentation in con-
centration and death camps, “euthanasia,” and mandatory sterilization, 
but in the more mundane cases of data abuse and the intrusion of other 
scientists’ research material. Moreover, it also addresses the role of the 
function of public education in any given society. Are teachers obligated 
to prepare their charges for the society to which they belong, or are there 
universal values that should be taught regardless of the particular society 
in which one finds oneself?

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we are all confronted with the 
thorny dilemma of how any person assesses the actions of individuals 
when numerous causal explanations for them are possible, a problem 
clearly transcending all disciplinary boundaries. This question—so obvi-
ous and yet so profound—necessitates posing numerous queries through-
out the main section of this book. It should again remind the reader that 
history is about interpretation and that an author does not (nor should 
she pretend) to hold a monopoly on this mental exercise.

The book is organized as follows: I will attempt to give my readers 
some understanding of the complex situation in which this symbiotic 
relationship between human heredity and Nazi politics functioned by 
first exploring the science of human heredity30 in its pre-Nazi, interna-
tional context. Chapter 1 introduces some of the major internationally 
renowned human geneticists, especially the German ones, who laid the 
foundations of this new science since the turn of the twentieth century. 
It examines their intellectual and political concerns as expressed in their 
scientific publications, at professional conferences, and in personal cor-
respondence with other researchers. What will become clear is that by the 
late 1920s and early 1930s, German human geneticists were part of an 
internationally respected scientific community of like-minded research-
ers. Even the First World War did not result in long-term isolation of 
German human geneticists from their colleagues in other countries. Yet 
despite their international recognition and acceptance, all was not well 
for human geneticists in Germany between the two world wars. The Wei-
mar Republic, Germany’s first, if ill-fated, attempt at democracy, simply 
could not make good on its promise to support the welfare state anchored 
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in its constitution. This led, on the one hand, to an ever-greater call for 
human geneticists to apply their expertise in eugenics or Rassenhygiene 
(racial hygiene, as the applied science was frequently called in German)31 
as a scientific fix for Weimar’s burgeoning social problems—something 
few had qualms about. On the other hand, German human geneticists, 
especially those employed by the KWS, faced budgetary cutbacks owing 
to the devastating impact of the Great Depression during the last years 
of the Weimar Republic. These same financial woes led the Weimar state 
to look for biotechnocratic solutions to the welfare problem in the first 
place. This lack of financial resources and German human geneticists’ 
preoccupation with employing their scientific knowledge for the good 
of the state, made these members of the international community of hu-
man geneticists particularly receptive to a political party that promised 
them better times.

Indeed, it did not take long before the National Socialists became the 
rulers of Germany. The next four chapters are case studies examining 
the symbiotic relationship between human heredity and politics in the 
Third Reich—the main focus of the book. Chapter 2 will explore the 
nature of the Faustian bargain formed between certain Nazi bureaucrats 
and the scientific personnel at the KWIA in Berlin. We will see how the 
Institute’s first director, Eugen Fischer, sold his Institute to important 
medical functionaries of the Nazi state. Having done so, both parties to 
the bargain advanced their interests. During the war years, Fischer’s suc-
cessor and protégé, Otmar Freiherr von Verschuer (1896–1969), carried 
out decisions initially suggested by his mentor that led both to the inten-
sification of a scientific paradigm change at the KWIA and a brutalization 
of Nazi racial policy. The radical symbiosis between human genetics and 
Nazi politics helps account for the involvement of certain members of 
the KWIA in medical crimes.

A similar institutional study is the focus of chapter 3. Here, however, 
I turn my attention from Berlin to Munich to demonstrate how one of 
the most important international leaders in the field of psychiatric genet-
ics, Ernst Rüdin, was not immune to striking a deal for himself and his 
Institute, the German Research Institute for Psychiatry (Kaiser Wilhelm 
Institute) (GRIP), with Nazi bureaucrats. I analyze this “Munich Pact” 
not only for what it can tell us about how Rüdin’s field could serve the 
National Socialist state and vice versa, but because the GRIP received a 
substantial amount of money from the Rockefeller Foundation even after 
Hitler attained power. Although Rüdin, too, made a Faustian bargain with 
the Nazi regime, differences of temperament between Fischer and Rüdin, 
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a conflict of opinions between the latter and his Institute colleagues, the 
various sources of funding for the two institutes, and Rüdin’s unholy al-
liance with Heinrich Himmler’s nefarious SS—the political organization 
in the Third Reich most complicit with the crimes associated with the 
Holocaust—resulted in as many differences as similarities between the 
fate of these two longtime rival institutes.

I move from the institutional production of human genetic knowl-
edge during the Third Reich to its national and international dissemi-
nation in chapter 4. Since the most important function that German 
human geneticists could serve for the regime was providing scientific 
legitimation for the latter’s racial policies, it comes as little surprise that 
many Nazi bureaucrats willingly provided these scientists with the means 
necessary to host and participate in conferences where they could pub-
licly bestow their professional blessings on the “racial state.” I investigate 
several national and international conferences where prominent scien-
tists like Fischer, von Verschuer, and Rüdin would not only bear the Nazi 
racial banner, but also enhance the prestige of their employer, the KWS. 
This analysis provides us with a way of seeing just how mutually benefi-
cial the relationship was—not only for the main parties of the Faustian 
bargain—but for the KWS as well.

Chapter 5 departs from my investigation of Nazi Germany’s leading 
biomedical scientists to take a fascinating look at the way human hered-
ity was taught in the college-preparatory schools prior to and during the 
Third Reich—another way of disseminating human genetic knowledge. 
Using never before analyzed “exit exams” written by actual students, we 
will see that eugenics was taught even before the Nazi “seizure of power.” 
Moreover, employing similar exams for the Third Reich, one can dem-
onstrate the differences and similarities between the racial science ideal 
and racial science practice in the biology classroom. This chapter dem-
onstrates that human genetics instruction at the secondary school level 
was a professional and ethical gray zone in which the responsibility of 
biology teachers for inculcating their students with racial hygiene ideas 
comes into question. Given that they had a more direct influence on a 
larger number of Germans than did the human geneticists in the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Society, their moral culpability for the tragic trajectory of their 
science, if not as great as their more renowned academic colleagues, was 
nonetheless substantial.

I depart from these case studies on the Nazi symbiosis in chapter 6. 
Central to my examination here is the reaction of the international hu-
man genetics community to the use of its science by the National Socialist 
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state. I analyze the critical position taken by so-called reform eugenicists, 
above all in Britain, the United States, and Sweden. Moreover, I pay spe-
cial attention to the purported friendly connection between conservative 
and racist American and German practitioners of human heredity and 
eugenics. Finally, the chapter explores the international eugenic confer-
ences during this period and how the German delegations increasingly 
attempted to control the course of events there. By the outbreak of war 
in 1939, the once highly publicized international eugenics movement, 
boasting members in over thirty countries, had all but ceased to exist. The 
term “eugenics” became taboo because of its trajectory in Nazi Germany, 
although it continued to be practiced in several countries largely under 
the guise of medical genetics.

Finally, in the conclusion, I come to my thesis: what explains the ethi-
cally reprehensible path taken by human heredity and eugenics under 
National Socialism was the unique manner in which human genetics and 
politics served as “resources” for each other. This deadly symbiosis radi-
calized both the science of human heredity as well as Nazi racial policy; 
it accounts for the heinous practices of all too many German human 
geneticists. The damage caused by this symbiosis, I might add, is not 
completely undone; its effects continue to cast a long shadow on human-
ity’s collective memory of the twentieth century as well as the history of 
genetics. It reminds readers that the historically contingent nature of the 
symbiotic relationship between German human geneticists and the Nazi 
state notwithstanding, it is more important than ever to remain vigilant 
and avoid taking the first morally compromising steps in science—steps 
that can lead us in a direction that we surely would not wish to go.

In contemplating the design and substance of this book, I recognized, 
of course, that readers might be curious to know about the fate of several 
German human geneticists after the fall of the National Socialist state in 
1945. It is an interesting and complex story—but one, I decided—that 
goes beyond the scope of this text. However, I am presently undertaking a 
full-length political and professional biography of the most controversial 
of these scientists, Otmar von Verschuer. Affording a prominent place to 
von Verschuer’s largely unexplored postwar career, the book will dem-
onstrate that his research association with Josef Mengele at Auschwitz 
notwithstanding, von Verschuer was able to “defeat the Devil” largely 
because of the “whitewashing culture” of the early postwar period. From 
quite humble beginnings in Münster where von Verschuer occupied the 
first university chair in human genetics beginning in 1951, he went on 
to become one of the leading medical geneticists in the early years of the 
Federal Republic of Germany. He did so by fashioning himself as a con-
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servative academic and contributing to a new postwar synthesis between 
human heredity and politics during the tenure of the first West Ger-
man Chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, (1876–1967). Von Verschuer’s long 
and fascinating success in using the “sword of [his] science” to advance 
his research career in four distinct historical periods (Weimar Republic, 
the Third Reich, the Allied Occupation, and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many) holds numerous ethical lessons for professionals and laypeople of 
the twenty-first century.
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O N E

Human Heredity and  
Eugenics Make Their  
International Debut

By 1933, the existence of a lively international scientific 
community of human geneticists and eugenicists was one 
of the most important prerequisites for the symbiotic rela-
tionship forged between German biomedical scientists and 
functionaries of the Nazi state. Indeed, without focusing 
attention on the scientific status that human genetics and 
eugenics had attained as well as the professional prestige its 
practitioners enjoyed during the second and early third de-
cades of the twentieth century, the critical role that German 
members of this international network of human geneticists 
played in the construction and legitimization of National 
Socialist racial policy remains inexplicable. As will become  
evident from our four case studies, the international renom-
mée of German biomedical scientists was at least as much a 
“resource” for Nazi racial policy makers as the intellectual 
content of their research. German human geneticists, for 
their part, knew quite well how to exploit their status in 
the international arena to advance their own professional 
interests at home.

For this reason it is necessary to examine the origins and 
maturation of this international scientific community and 
the active involvement of key German human geneticists 
and eugenicists in it prior to the Third Reich. This is a long 
and complicated story with many nuances, and one whose 
contours, for our purposes, can only be sketched here. Its 
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roots lie in the late nineteenth century: an era whose intellectual hall-
mark was the belief in science as a tool to reform and advance society. 
This was a time still untouched by the brutalization of trench warfare, 
machine guns, and poison gas that would all too soon physically and 
psychologically scar an entire generation of men and radically alter the 
dominant European intellectual worldview. It also changed the nature 
of the German eugenics movement both at home and abroad. Although 
the divisive impact of the Great War on the international eugenics move-
ment in the immediate years following the end of hostilities was largely 
overcome by the mid-1920s, deep-seated political resentments, especially 
on the part of conservative German geneticists and eugenicists, were not 
laid to rest. That having been said, by the beginning of the third de-
cade of the twentieth century, eugenics worldwide was popularized and 
professionalized as never before. The development of a transnational 
eugenics movement in several regions around the globe was certainly 
spurred on by favorable international opportunities that went beyond 
a shared set of assumptions and values held by the nations involved.1 
Especially in Germany, new research institutes created to promote hu-
man heredity and eugenics were established to keep up with interna-
tional scientific trends in these fields. They would also contribute to the 
new, if fragile, Weimar Republic’s vision of a healthy and efficient so-
cial welfare state. With the waning of international tensions, Germany’s 
established experts in the field once again played a major role in the 
world arena. As we will see, even the National Socialist regime in 1933 
did not immediately affect Germany’s position on the international  
stage.

The Specter of Degeneration, the Rise of Eugenics, and the 
Origins of Modern Genetics, 1890–1914

Although people always had been well aware that in the plant and ani-
mal kingdom “like produces like,” the modern science of genetics can 
be attributed to the efforts of a then relatively obscure Austrian monk, 
Gregor Mendel. Working in an experimental garden in his monastery, 
Mendel cultivated and tested thousands of pea plants between 1856 and 
1863. The result of his work is his now famous laws of inheritance: the 
law of uniformity, the law of segregation, and the law of independent 
assortment. Based on his research, Mendel assumed that there were two 
factors (what we today call alleles) for each inherited trait. These fac-
tors segregate during gamete production. Mendel also recognized that 
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some hereditary traits are expressed only when both factors (one from 
each parent) are transmitted whereas other traits reveal themselves when 
merely one factor (from only one parent) is inherited. In the former case, 
the factor can be considered “recessive”; in the latter, “dominant.” The 
transmission of one factor for a given trait will not affect the inheritance 
of the other. Moreover, in the second generation (F2), dominant and re-
cessive traits appear in a 3:1 ratio. Today we would say that the dominant 
and recessive phenotypes for a particular trait emerge in the F2 in this 
proportion. In the case of a pure-bred dihybrid crossing, the F2 reveals a 
phenotype ratio of 9:3:3:1.2

Interestingly, the significance of Mendel’s work was not recognized 
during his own lifetime. There are numerous reasons for this, perhaps 
the most important being that the Austrian monk himself did not re-
alize the general significance of his findings.3 In 1900, thirty-five years 
after Mendel first published his experiments on pea hybridization, his 
work was simultaneously “rediscovered” by three scientists: the German 
botanist Carl Correns (1864–1933), the Austrian agronomist Erich von  
Tschermak (1871–1962), and the Dutch horticulturalist Hugo de Vries 
(1848–1935). Developments largely internal to the history of biology 
help explain why these three scientists were able to recognize the signifi-
cance of Mendel’s work in 1900 while earlier researchers did not. Within 
a decade of the rediscovery of Mendel’s laws of inheritance, the modern 
study of genetics was becoming a distinct field in biology.4 The term 
“genetics” itself was first introduced in 1906 by the British biologist and 
early supporter of Mendel, William Bateson (1861–1926).

The rediscovery and gradual acceptance of Mendelism during the first 
decade of the twentieth century served to legitimize and advance the 
incipient eugenics movements in the three countries where they first ap-
peared: Great Britain, the United States, and Germany. As was mentioned 
in the introduction, the term “eugenics” was first coined by Francis Galton  
in 1883. His investigations convinced him that a broad range of human 
traits—moral and mental as well as physical—were passed down from 
generation to generation. Darwin’s cousin firmly believed that some 
form of social control over the reproductive capacities of a population 
was necessary to elevate its hereditary substrate and halt what was as-
sumed to be the threat of degeneration. As Galton himself remarked, 
“[if] the twentieth part of the cost and pains were spent in measures for  
the improvement of the human race that is spent on the improvement 
of the breed of horses and cattle, what a galaxy of genius might we  
not create!”5 “Could not the undesirables be got rid of and the desirables 
multiplied,” he mused?6
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What did Galton and others mean by degeneration, and why were 
biologists, medically trained professionals, and social activists in these 
countries suddenly so concerned to adopt measures designed to improve 
the genetic endowment of their populations at the end of the nineteenth 
century? Why the desire to take evolution into their own hands?

Three contexts stand out as being particularly significant in address-
ing these queries and hence shaping the early history of eugenics in the 
above-mentioned three countries: the social problems resulting from in-
dustrialization and urbanization; the intellectual currency of social Dar-
winism, especially its “selectionist” variety that denied the importance of 
environmental influences;7 and a state interventionist policy in the fields 
of health and welfare based on scientific expertise.

During the nineteenth century, most Western countries were trans-
formed from agricultural to industrial societies. This transformation re-
sulted not only in profound structural changes but social and economic 
strife, class conflicts, the rise of socialist movements that appeared to 
threaten the reigning capitalist order, the increase of criminality, pau-
perism, alcoholism, prostitution, and the heightened awareness of the 
existence of a large number of mentally ill and so-called feebleminded 
individuals. This latter group, the so-called mental defectives, was singled 
out by scientists, physicians, and lay observers as posing a grave social 
and financial liability for the state.8 Given the general faith in science to 
solve all of humankind’s problems, numerous attempts to flesh out the 
larger philosophical and social meaning of Charles Darwin’s (1809–82) 
now generally accepted theory of evolutionary change as well as state in-
terventionist policies in many countries designed to manage their welfare 
problems, it is hardly surprising that those concerned with explaining 
the disconcerting outgrowths of the social transformations taking place 
employed the rhetoric of biologists. In hindsight we can say that such 
individuals “scientized” or “biologized” what we would today consider 
social and economic problems.

Future eugenicists in the Anglo-Saxon countries could take their lead 
from Darwin himself who, after reading Galton’s writings on the threat 
of the decline of hereditary talent and the resulting degeneration of the 
human race that inevitably follows, commented on the problem in his 
second most important book, The Decent of Man:

if the various checks . . . do not prevent the reckless, the vicious and the otherwise 

inferior members of society from increasing at a quicker rate than the better classes of 

men, the nation will retrograde, as has too often occurred in the history of the world.

We must remember that progress is no invariable rule. it is very difficult to say  
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why one civilized nation rises, becomes more powerful, and spreads more widely than 

another; or why the same nation progresses more quickly at one time than another. 

We can only say that it depends on an increase in the actual number of the population, 

on the number of men endowed with high intellectual and moral faculties, as well as 

on their standard of excellence.9

In his same work, Darwin suggested a solution to the problem of de-
generation, though much less vigorously than his cousin: “Man scans 
with scrupulous care the character and pedigree of his horses, cattle and 
dogs before he matches them, but when it comes to his own marriage he 
rarely, or never takes any care. . . . Yet might selection do something not 
only for the bodily constitution and frame of his offspring, but for their 
intellectual and moral qualities. Both sexes should refrain from marriage 
if they are in any marked degree inferior in body or mind. . . . Everyone 
does a good service who aids towards this end.”10

Darwin and many “social Darwinists,” individuals who believed that 
Darwin’s laws could also explain social and political changes, did not 
themselves disavow the impact of environmental influences in the ori-
gin and development of species. At a time when the laws of inheritance 
were not understood (remember that Mendel’s laws were not generally 
known until after 1900), most scientists who supported evolution had 
little choice but to accept a role for “Lamarckism.” This was the emphasis 
on the inheritance of acquired characteristics as a mechanism of evolu-
tionary change put forth by the turn-of-the-nineteenth-century French 
naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1744–1829). By the end of the nine-
teenth century, however, the inheritance of acquired characteristics was 
challenged both by Galton himself and, even more thoroughly, by the 
German embryologist August Weismann (1834–1914). As a result of his 
research, Weismann totally rejected Lamarckism and afforded Darwin’s 
principle of natural selection an even greater role in organic and social 
evolution than the author of the Origin of Species himself. His notion 
of the “continuity of the germ-plasm,” which presupposed that the he-
reditary substance was distinct from and unaffected by somatic cells, sug-
gested that it was impossible to improve a human being’s condition by 
means of mental or physical training. As one later German eugenicist 
noted, “only selection can preserve and improve the race.” Indeed for 
those who accepted Weismann’s views with respect to heredity and the 
“all-supremacy” of selection, eugenics was the only practical strategy to 
improve the human species and avert its degeneration.11

In Britain, America, and Germany, the first stirrings of eugenics be-
gan before the rediscovery of Mendel’s laws at the turn of the twentieth 
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century. Even after 1900, Galton and some of his British eugenic-minded 
colleagues like Karl Pearson (1857–1936) first rejected the universality of 
Mendelism; they attempted to demonstrate the laws of human inheri-
tance statistically through what was then known as biometry, but they 
could not provide a scientific mechanism for the transmission of the he-
reditary material. By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, 
however, Mendelism won the day even in Britain. It was used by those 
interested in the social question to attack the problem of the “pauper 
class,” or “residium,” a large group of unskilled laborers at the margins of 
society whose alleged low intelligence and high fecundity was perceived 
as a danger to the British state. Earlier “unscientific” reform strategies to 
control these individuals were replaced by the modern applied science of 
eugenics.12 In the United States, Mendelism was the hereditary theory of 
choice after it became known in scientific circles. Charles B. Davenport 
(1866–1944), one of the most important American human geneticists at 
the time (known for his work on the inheritance of human skin and eye 
color as well as Huntington’s chorea), used it to advocate eugenics, “the 
science of the improvement of the human race by better breeding.” Dav-
enport first became interested in heredity after spending a sabbatical year 
with Galton and Pearson. By 1908, however, he had become an adherent 
of Mendelism and began to apply his principles to the study of human 
traits. The link Davenport made between Mendelism and eugenics can 
best be seen in his popular book Heredity in Relationship to Eugenics (1911). 
Like their counterparts in Britain, American enthusiasts for the cause 
such as Davenport viewed eugenics as a way to apply science to the prob-
lems of a class-ridden and socially heterogeneous industrial society.13

Germany also became preoccupied with eugenics at the end of the 
nineteenth century. Two physicians, Wilhelm Schallmayer (1857–1919) 
and Alfred Ploetz (1860–1940), the cofounders of the nation’s incipient 
eugenics movement, wrote treatises arguing for the need to take action 
against degeneration. It was no accident that medically trained profes-
sionals were in the vanguard of German eugenics, and three future direc-
tors of the two Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes we will examine, Eugen Fischer, 
Ernst Rüdin, and Otmar von Verschuer, were all medical doctors by train-
ing and early supporters of the gospel of Galton. Physicians enjoyed ex-
traordinary prestige in Germany because of the medical breakthroughs, 
particularly in bacteriology, of the nineteenth century. This reinforced 
their view of themselves as the one professional group possessing the 
expertise to safeguard the health and welfare of the young nation. Eugen-
ics in Germany was an attempt to apply a biotechnocratic approach to 
the hotly debated “social question”—how to keep the large and militant 
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working class true to the state—and boost national efficiency.14 Whereas 
medical professionals would be strongly represented later in eugenics 
movements in other countries, this was not the case in Great Britain and 
the United States.

Although Galton first coined the word “eugenics” and had been inter-
ested in the inheritance of human traits since the 1860s, it was Germany, 
not Britain, that established the first eugenics society and journal. In 

1 the undisputed leader of the american eugenics movement, charles b. davenport, ca. 1929. 
as director of the Eugenic record Office at cold spring harbor, davenport corresponded with 
most European eugenicists, including german racial hygienists such as Eugen Fischer and 
Ernst rüdin. photo courtesy of the american philosophical library.
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1900 a prize competition funded by the Krupp munitions family to an-
swer the question, “what can we learn from the theory of evolution about 
internal political development and state legislation?” provided the impe-
tus for the incipient German eugenics movement. The munitions baron 
hoped, through support of this contest, to take the wind out of the sails 
of Germany’s left-wing Social Democratic Party (SPD) that threatened 
his political interests. Supported largely by skilled workers, the SPD used 
Darwin’s theories to argue for democratic political change. Schallmayer’s 
1903 award-winning work Vererbung und Auslese im Lebenslauf der Völker 
(Heredity and Selection in the Life Process of Nations) did support a change in 
governmental policy, but not that advocated by the SPD. Rather, Schall-
mayer insisted that long-term national power depended upon the bio-
logical vitality of its citizens and neglect of hereditary fitness would lead 
to the downfall of the state.

More important than Schallmayer, especially for the subsequent con-
tours of the German movement, was Ploetz. His 1895 book Die Tüchtigkeit 
unserer Rasse und der Schutz der Schwachen (The Fitness of Our Race and 
the Protection of the Weak) employed the term “Rassenhygiene” (racial hy-
giene) as a German synonym for eugenics. His ambiguous definition of 
the term “Rasse” as any interbreeding human population that, over the 
course of generations, demonstrated similar physical and mental traits 
could be understood to mean the entire human race or a portion of hu-
manity such as an anthropological or ethnic group. As we will see, this 
double meaning of the term racial hygiene would be especially welcome 
by those German eugenic enthusiasts who accepted ideologies of Aryan 
or Nordic supremacy. With the help of his numerous influential con-
nections, Ploetz founded the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesellschaftsbiologie 
(  Journal of Racial and Social Biology) in 1904, the first eugenics journal 
in the world. In the early years, the Archiv carried articles dealing with 
genetics, human heredity, and population policy as well as eugenics. One 
year later Ploetz and some of his close intellectual friends, including the 
psychiatrist and future brother-in-law Rüdin, established the Society for 
Racial Hygiene, the first professional eugenics organization. Initially it 
was designed to be international and attract members from all “nations 
of culture.” Rüdin was sent to Scandinavia to help recruit members; he 
won over the Danish geneticist Wilhelm Johannsen, the scientist who, 
in 1909, first explained the difference between genotype and phenotype 
(an organism’s actual genetic makeup and its outward expression, re-
spectively).15 Despite Ploetz’s and Rüdin’s best efforts, the Society would 
ultimately fall short of its goals to increase its international membership. 
By 1910 the several individual German chapters united under the title 
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German Society for Racial Hygiene, by far the most numerous section of 
the Society. The largest percentage of the German Society’s four hundred 
or so members by 1913 comprised physicians and medical students.16 As 
we will see, the Society was totally nationalized during World War I.

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Britain and the 
United States also founded national professional societies and organiza-
tions that embraced not only eugenics narrowly defined, but more theo-
retical work on human heredity. In 1907 the British Eugenics Education 
Society was founded; its first president was a friend of Galton. Although 
its early membership was relatively small (approximately 1,200), what it 
lacked in numbers it made up for in the importance of its members. Ap-
proximately 80 percent of them were eminent enough to be included in 
the Dictionary of National Biography. Those who joined belonged to the 
“modern professions,” especially those based on the biological sciences. 
Moreover, many members of the Society were also involved in other re-
lated organizations like the Society for the Study of Inebriety and the 
Moral Education League. This argues for the prominence and visibility of 
the early British Eugenics Society members. After Galton’s death in 1911, 
he bequeathed a healthy amount of money for a Laboratory for Eugenics 
at the University of London to fund research on human inheritance.

In the United States, there were several organizations with an interest 
in human heredity and eugenics. The American Breeders Association, 
with its Section of Eugenics, and the Race Betterment Foundation spread 
the eugenic gospel early in the twentieth century. The most important 
organization for eugenics in the United States, however, was the Eugen-
ics Record Office (ERO) established in Cold Spring Harbor in 1910. It was 
founded by Davenport with the financial support of Mary Harriman, the 
widow of the railroad magnate E. H. Harriman. Davenport convinced 
the wealthy widow that money donated to a research institute devoted 
to human heredity and eugenics was a wise investment. After all, Daven-
port claimed, much of the social violence and crime in America was due 
to hereditarily determined “social inadequacy.” Such arguments made 
good sense during America’s Progressive Era—when science and technol-
ogy were employed to advance “the cult of efficiency.” The day-to-day 
running of the ERO was left to Davenport’s superintendent, Harry H. 
Laughlin (1880–1943), a man with lackluster scientific qualifications but 
enormous energy for the cause of eugenics.

The ERO had two main functions: to pursue scientific research into the 
inheritance of human traits; and to popularize eugenic ideas and lobby 
for eugenics-related legislation.17 Interestingly, an American Eugenics So-
ciety was not founded until 1922, long after eugenic measures, especially 
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sterilization laws, were established in many American states. Nonethe-
less, the majority of American geneticists supported eugenics in the early 
years. Indeed, all the members of the first editorial board of the American 
journal Genetics, established in 1916, endorsed eugenics at the time.18

Despite differences in emphasis, all Anglo-Saxon human geneticists 
and eugenicists stressed the need for so-called positive eugenics, those 
measures designed to increase the number of the “fitter” members of the 
population, as well as negative eugenics, legal and educational measures 

2 harry h. laughlin. laughlin’s lobbying efforts were instrumental in helping to pass the  
immigration act of 1924, which adversely affected the number of individuals allowed entry 
to the united states from Eastern and southern Europe. according to the testimony laughlin 
gave at the house of representatives committee on immigration and Naturalization, such 
people were more likely than those from Northern and Western Europe to pollute the 
american gene pool by harboring a wide variety of “defective traits.” photo courtesy of the 
american philosophical society.
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to reduce the number of the “unfit” or “defective” members of the state. 
In all three countries “fitness” was equated with old-fashioned educated 
middle-class values, whereby in Germany and the United States “race” 
would also become a component of “fitness,” especially after the Great 
War.

Somewhat later, Canada also embraced eugenics on the model of other 
Anglo-Saxon countries. Here the Anglo-Canadian fear of French-Canadian  
fertility was an important motivating factor. Perhaps surprisingly, Cana-
dian eugenics enjoyed its greatest impact in the 1930s, at a time when 
supporters in the United States and Britain were becoming more critical.19 
But eugenics and human heredity were by no means limited to the coun-
tries already mentioned. Scandinavian biologists, physicians, and social 
activists were also interested in genetics and its new applied science, and 
incipient eugenic movements sprouted in Norway, Denmark, Sweden, 
and Finland. By 1900, the social and economic changes associated with 
industrialization and urbanization affected the Scandinavian countries 
just as they had affected Britain, the United States, and Germany in the 
nineteenth century. However, unlike the three Anglo-Saxon countries, 
Scandinavia ultimately made peace with its labor movement.20 In the 
context of their social democratic governments, eugenics in the Scandi-
navian countries appeared part of scientific social reform. We will very 
briefly examine two countries: Norway and Sweden.

Norwegian eugenics, under its two early leaders, Jon Alfred Mjøen 
(1860–1939) and Ragner Vogt (1870–1943), won some popular support 
by the First World War. A pharmacist and organic chemist by training, 
Mjøen’s interest in racial hygiene, like that of numerous German practi-
tioners, was stimulated by his acquaintance with Alfred Ploetz. In 1906 
he founded a private research institute for his professional passion, and 
only two years later, he was on the lecture circuit spreading the eugenics 
gospel in his homeland. Vogt, a practicing psychiatrist, was a trained hu-
man geneticist. His work on manic-depressive mental illness supported 
the generally accepted view that mental disorders were hereditary. Far 
more scientifically respectable than Mjøen, he argued that the “socially 
most important hereditary diseases like deaf-muteness, feebleminded-
ness and mental illness” were probably recessive.21 As will become clear, 
Mjøen was a “Nordic enthusiast” who viewed racial hygiene similarly to 
his völkisch colleagues in Germany, many of whom rose to prominence 
during the Third Reich. Although Mjøen was later scorned by so-called 
reform eugenicists who were critical of the racism and class prejudices of 
mainliners like himself as well as reputable human geneticists in Scan-
dinavia and elsewhere, he played a vital role on the international stage 



3 Jon alfred mjøen, director of the Vindern biological laboratory in Oslo, Norway,  
demonstrating the inheritance of traits through a pedigree chart. in his eugenic outlook, 
mjøen closely resembled his american friend and colleague davenport. photo courtesy of the 
american philosophical society.
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throughout his career. Like many eugenicists with an outward racist bent, 
he had excellent contacts with Charles Davenport and the ERO.22

Of all the Scandinavian countries, the popularization of human genet-
ics and eugenics had the greatest success in Sweden. Swedish eugenics 
paralleled the German racial hygiene movement. Both movements har-
bored members concerned with the decline of the “Nordic population,” 
and both had input from anthropology as well as boasting a large per-
centage of medically trained professionals. In 1909, the Swedish Society 
for Racial Hygiene was established in Stockholm. Prior to that, almost all 
its members were part of Ploetz’s International Society for Racial Hygiene 
that was stripped of its international status in 1916. In the early years, 
there were strong ties between eugenicists in both countries. The future 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Human Heredity and Eugen-
ics was modeled on the Swedish Institute for Race Biology established 
in 1922, the first research center of its kind in Europe. The first director 
of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Eugen Fischer, was 
personally enamored by the work undertaken at the Swedish Institute 
during his visit there. Other German practitioners like the plant geneti-
cist and eugenicist Erwin Baur (1875–1933) and Fischer’s future colleague 
Hermann Muckermann (1877–1962) spent time at the Institute in Upp-
sala. Sweden’s most important human geneticist and eugenicist dur-
ing the early years was undoubtedly the psychiatrist Herman Lundborg 
(1868–1943), an expert on the genetics of epilepsy. For him, “heredity 
was everything.”23

The meaning of eugenics and the uses made of human genetic knowl-
edge was not the same in every country. We would say today that eu-
genics—perhaps more so than any other applied science—is socially 
constructed. Broadly speaking, this means that practitioners’ particular 
understanding of eugenics was influenced by the social, economic, and 
political circumstances that gave rise to it. Its meaning is not universal; 
it has always been a “protean concept.”24 As there were eugenics move-
ments in over thirty countries by the 1920s, it seems reasonable to as-
sume that supporters in different nations understood and interpreted 
eugenics differently. This can be observed most clearly when we examine 
what can be described as “Latin eugenics”—eugenics practiced in coun-
tries where a Romance language is spoken.

The differences in style and understanding of eugenics become appar-
ent if we examine two Latin countries, France and Brazil. More so than in 
Anglo-Saxon countries, the French movement owes its origins to percep-
tions of catastrophic population decline. Perhaps most surprisingly, at 
least for those not considering the country’s intellectual heritage, French 
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eugenic practitioners were Lamarckians; like their older compatriot La-
marck, they believed that environmental influences had a significant in-
fluence on heredity. There were relatively few eugenicists in France who 
embraced Mendelism. Moreover, in France, negative eugenic measures 
like sterilization were unpopular, and few French eugenic supporters ad-
vocated them. Again, there are social circumstances that account for this, 
above all the influence of the Catholic Church. Instead, positive eugenic 
measures, especially those that would reduce the mortality rate of in-
fants, were the heart of the French eugenic project. The idea that bound 
the largely medically trained French eugenic practitioners together was 
coined by one of the founders of the movement, the obstetrician Adol-
phe Pinard (1844–1934): puericulture. Pinard defined the term as “knowl-
edge relative to the reproduction, the conservation and the amelioration 
of the human species.” Pinard founded the French Eugenic Society; it 
boasted over a hundred other members in 1912.25

Brazilian eugenics established its organizational and institutional 
base just after World War I. The Brazilian Eugenics Society dates from 
1918. Like its counterpart in France, it was largely supported by medically 
trained individuals who believed in the power of science to solve social 
problems. The social issues in Brazil, however, were not quite the same. 
Although both countries shared a concern with health issues, Brazilian  
eugenics was linked to the racially heterogeneous nature of the popu-
lation and concerns about Brazil’s racial identity. More so than in  
France, eugenics in Brazil, as in the Anglo-Saxon countries, was fueled 
by class tensions owing to industrialization and urbanization. But like 
French and unlike Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian eugenics, Brazilian 
practitioners were largely attracted to positive eugenics and identified 
their science with what we might call social or public hygiene mea-
sures. For the eugenic practitioners in Latin America’s largest country, 
“to sanitize is to eugenize.” Like France, the movement’s early adherents 
in Brazil adopted a Lamarckian view of heredity. Later, however, Brazil-
ian Lamarckian eugenicists advocated the sterilization of “degenerates.” 
Such views demonstrate that not all Lamarckian eugenicists automati-
cally rejected so-called negative eugenic measures.26

Viewed from the trajectory that racial hygiene took under the Nazis, 
it would be easy to believe that eugenics was always and everywhere a 
weapon of right-wing forces trying to suppress the poor and eliminate 
ethnic minorities. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is certainly 
the case that many eugenicists were both conservative and racist, and 
they used their influence to further their prejudices. As we will see, how-
ever, not only were there left-leaning, socialist, and Jewish supporters 
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of eugenics in Germany prior to the Third Reich,27 but the former So-
viet Union, the home of the Bolshevist revolution, had its own eugenics 
movement until Stalin undermined it in the late 1920s. Even then, it con-
tinued until the mid to late 1930s as a stealth operation of sorts under the 
protection of the state-supported Maxim Gorky Institute for Medical Ge-
netics in Moscow. Its director, Solomon Levit (1895–1938), was not only 
a Bolshevist, but a world-renowned human geneticist who worked in the 
laboratory of the famous left-wing American geneticist, eugenicist, and 
Nobel Prize winner H. J. Muller (1890–1967).28 Muller is justly renowned 
for his work on the impact of radiation on the mutation rate of genes. 
Indeed, Muller and several important British Marxist geneticists and eu-
genicists such as J. B. S. Haldane (1892–1964) demonstrate the interest 
that socialists and communists with excellent scientific credentials had 
in the new applied science.29 It goes without saying that these individu-
als rejected the crude racism and class biases of right-wing eugenicists in 
their own and other countries. Eugenics was even embraced by anarchists 
in eastern Spain in their discussions on sexuality and by those seeking to 
modernize interwar Romania.30 Nor was it limited to the West. In Asia, 
both Japan and China had eugenics movements during the early twen-
tieth century. Even Africa was not immune from these developments. 
Kenya was also the site of a eugenics project.31

Given the diversity of the uses of human heredity in the opening de-
cades of the last century, is there anything that all eugenics supporters 
and national eugenics movements had in common? At first glance, it 
would seem improbable that conservatives and communists, Mendelians 
and neo-Lamarckians, male chauvinists and feminists as well as anthro-
pologists and public health officials could find common ground. To be 
sure, eugenic advocates of different political and professional persuasions 
frequently bickered about the means and ends of their cause. But all eu-
genicists viewed human beings, consciously or unconsciously, as human 
resources whose numbers could be manipulated for some transindividual 
purpose. By indirectly controlling the genetic quality of these human 
resources through positive and negative eugenic measures, the long-term 
efficiency of the nation, “the race,” “civilized countries,” or humanity 
could be achieved. The power of science, in this case genetics, to solve 
social problems in a state interventionist framework was accepted in capi-
talist, communist, and non-Western developing countries alike. Adher-
ents of ideologies of Nordic supremacy as well as advocates of socialist 
utopias could embrace the technocratic, managerial logic inherent in 
eugenics. Herein lays the common bond uniting all those who lobbied, 
worldwide, under its banner.
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Early on, human geneticists interested in the research of their interna-
tional colleagues began to forge personal and professional contacts with 
their peers. Davenport, the leading American human geneticist and eu-
genicist, began corresponding with the future first director of the KWIA, 
Eugen Fischer, as early as 1908.32 At that time the medically trained na-
tionalist and political conservative Fischer was a Privatdozent (lecturer), 
not yet a professor, at the University in Freiburg for anatomy. He was 
beginning, however, to turn his attention away from traditional anatomy 
toward racial anthropology. In 1909, for example, we see this intellectual 
transition in a course he offered in Freiburg entitled “The Anatomy of Hu-
man Races with Special Emphasis on the People Living in Our Colonies.” 
Fischer quickly became one of the pioneers in the introduction of Men-
delism into his newly adopted field. He never tired of reminding all who 
would listen that anthropology and heredity were inseparable. Fischer 
was also a convinced racial hygienist; like many German enthusiasts of 
the new applied science, Ploetz won him over to the cause. Indeed, in 
1910 Fischer established a local chapter of the German Society for Racial 
Hygiene in Freiburg. The young nationalist medical student and Fischer’s 
later head for the Division of Eugenics at the KWIA during the Third 
Reich, Fritz Lenz (1887–1976), served as its secretary.33

In his earliest correspondence with Davenport, Fischer praised the 
American’s work on the inheritance of eye color and asked whether his 
colleague would be interested in his own study on the subject. Fischer 
politely excused himself for not answering Davenport’s letter sooner, but 
he had just returned from German Southwest Africa (current day Na-
mibia) where he was undertaking studies that would lead to his major 
early work on the so-called Rehobother Bastards. Fischer’s research was 
an investigation of the biological effects of racial intermarriage between 
Dutch settlers and native Hottentots in the region—published in 1913. 
His study was billed as the first successful demonstration of Mendelism 
in a human population, although that claim has since been rightfully 
called into question.34 As we will see, the two colleagues would continue 
to share their research results and their obsession with eugenics for many 
years to come.

Davenport also established early contact with the future director of the 
Munich-based German Research Institute/Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for 
Psychiatry, Ernst Rüdin. The first direct correspondence between the two 
goes back to 1910. The topic: the important upcoming eugenics exhibit at 
the prestigious German Hygiene Museum in Dresden in 1911—an event 
designed to popularize racial hygiene among physicians and educated 
laypeople. A year after the exhibit Davenport and Rüdin exchanged ideas 
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about the role of genetics in nervous diseases; Rüdin bemoaned the limi-
tations on genealogical studies in Germany.35

Rüdin corresponded frequently with Davenport in both the pre-WWI 
and post-WWI period. Born in Switzerland, the medical student Rüdin 
was attracted to eugenic ideas by the end of the nineteenth century. Once 
again, Ploetz proved the decisive motivator. Rüdin’s sister Pauline, a med-
ical student at the University of Zurich, met Ploetz while he was studying 
economics there. They soon married, and Ploetz became well acquainted 
with his brother-in-law. Ploetz intensified an interest in eugenics that was 
also nurtured by Rüdin’s acquaintance with the alcohol prohibition ad-
vocate and Zurich psychiatrist August Forel (1848–1931). During Rüdin’s 
studies in medicine and human heredity—a journey that took him to nu-
merous universities in Switzerland and Germany—the future psychiatric 
geneticist became more and more involved in the circle of intellectual 
friends surrounding his brother-in-law Ploetz. By 1910, Rüdin was one of 
Ploetz’s closest organizational collaborators in both the German Society 
for Racial Hygiene and the journal, the Archiv, this despite the fact that 
Ploetz and Pauline Rüdin divorced owing to their inability to produce 
children. Although Rüdin did not join openly anti-Semitic, pro-Nordic 
organizations like his brother-in-law, his book reviews in the Archiv and 
a negative letter he wrote regarding Schallmayer’s critique of Aryan ideol-
ogy suggest that, at the very least, he was sympathetic to Ploetz’s views. 
His membership in the völkisch Munich chapter of the German Society of 
Race Hygiene (along with Ploetz and Lenz) further confirms this. As will 
become clear in chapter 3, Rüdin was appointed head of a “coordinated” 
German Society for Racial Hygiene in 1933, as he was viewed to be totally 
loyal to the new Nazi regime. There can be little doubt that the psychi-
atric geneticist left an indelible mark on the history of German eugenics 
from its inception until its demise in 1945.36

By the beginning of the second decade of the twentieth century, in-
dividual human geneticists and eugenicists were making contact with 
their colleagues in other countries, but there was no official forum for 
intellectual exchange and professional enhancement. This would change 
with the decision to hold the First International Eugenics Conference in 
1912. It would be hosted in London and concern itself with what was 
considered the serious hereditary degeneration of the white population 
of “Western cultured nations.”

A broad spectrum of individuals interested in eugenics—physicians,  
biologists, statisticians, sociologists, feminists, social reformers, clergy, 
and anthropologists—were among the more than seven hundred par-
ticipants who gathered to inform themselves about the rising tide of the  
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“unfit” who posed a “grave danger for the future of the entire human race.” 
The president of the Conference was none other than Major Leonard  
Darwin (1850–1943), the chairman of the British Eugenics Society and son 
of Charles Darwin. In his opening address he expressed the hope that the  
conference would lead those in attendance to recognize the “dangers of 
the present social situation,” exchange views on the matter, and discuss 
“concerted schemes for action.”37 Representatives from Italy, France, the 
United States, Germany, Norway, Denmark and, of course, Great Britain 
spoke on a wide range of eugenics-related topics. Delegates came from as 
far away as Toronto and Sydney. Given their view of eugenics, the French 
experts discussed measures that would lead to the decline of infant mor-
tality. Pinard stressed the need for reproductive education before procre-
ation.38 The British and Americans attempted to convince their audience 
that the cause of degeneration was the result of hereditary diseases and 
social conditions that allegedly could be understood in terms of Men-
del’s laws and Weismann’s theory of the continuity of the germ-plasm. 
Raymond Pearl, a prominent American geneticist and eugenicist, sug-
gested that the results of his research on chickens be applied to humans. 
Davenport and his colleagues from the Eugenics Record Office provided 
evidence that most mental illnesses were passed on to future genera-
tions through recessive genes. Reginald Punnet, the Cambridge geneticist 
(known for his “Punnet square” to demonstrate the possible number and 
combination of genetic combinations), argued that feeblemindedness 
was transmitted according to Mendel’s laws.39 Although neither Fischer 
nor Rüdin gave speeches, both belonged to the German Consultative 
Committee for the International Conference. They left it to Agnes Bluhm 
(1862–1943), a good friend of Ploetz and the leading female racial hy-
gienist in Germany, to present a talk on eugenics and obstetrics.40

The lack of a consensus regarding the aims and seriousness of eugen-
ics within the Conference’s press reports notwithstanding, the emphasis 
that the new applied science combined science and politics had a posi-
tive impact on the development of the international eugenics movement 
and the importance of human genetics. As research into human heredity 
was a prerequisite for halting the ostensible degeneration of humankind, 
money was made available for this young science.41 Likewise, the scien-
tific grounding of eugenics gave it a level of respectability in the eyes of 
important state officials that it otherwise might not have achieved. The 
symbiosis between human heredity and politics, although in its infancy, 
was already visible. This interface became even clearer owing to the estab-
lishment of a Permanent International Eugenics Committee a year after 
the Conference. Its members, representing the older and newer national 
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eugenics movements, held its first meeting in Paris. In order to cast a 
programmatical net large enough to encompass the myriad interpreta-
tions of “eugenics,” the Committee adopted the Norwegian Mjøen’s plat-
form, since it did not clearly commit to Mendelism and Weismannism. 
Its hallmark: the difference between the right to life and the right to give 
life. The first, Mjøen proclaimed, was an inalienable right; the second, a 
privilege that only healthy and “fit” couples should enjoy. Apparently, 
all delegates could agree to this. In addition, those in Paris discussed 
means and ways to professionalize eugenics as an applied science. They 
concluded that the best method was through meetings, congresses, and 
research initiatives on the international stage.42 A year earlier, in 1911, 
the Fourth International Congress for Problems in Heredity met in Paris 
under the leadership of the British Mendelian geneticist, William Bateson 
(1861–1926). It was a testimony to the growing international network in 
the broad field of genetics. As Erwin Baur was to report later, “all of us 
knew the available literature in genetics and everyone knew what we were 
all working on.”43 Unfortunately, very soon such international coopera-
tion in the name of heredity and eugenics was seriously threatened.

The Great War, German Racial Hygiene, and the  
International Eugenics Movement

Even before the first shots were fired in 1914, eugenicists in most Western 
countries were fearful that war would initiate disaster for the hereditary 
substance of their various nations. This concern intensified with the be-
ginning of hostilities, especially after it became clear that the fighting 
would last longer than anticipated. With a slow birth rate already in 
effect, war would mean further population problems, especially among 
the “fittest” elements in society. Leonard Darwin and Oxford eugenicist 
Edward Poulton argued in the British Eugenics Review that “war will un-
doubtedly kill the better variations and, as a result, is highly dysgenic.” 
Several months after America’s entry into the maelstrom in 1917, Irving 
Fisher, economist at Yale University, held a talk at the Unitarian Church 
in Portland, Oregon. He informed his listeners that “as someone who 
himself studied eugenics, the outbreak of the war nearly broke his heart.” 
Other American eugenicists complained about the negative genetic im-
pact the fighting would have in such publications as the Journal of He-
redity. Italian eugenicists also lamented that the war would allow the 
physically and mentally weak—those exempt from conscription—the 
chance to reproduce unhampered by any restrictions.44
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In Germany eugenicists not only bemoaned the lost superior germ 
plasm that would follow from the Great War. They were also concerned 
about its political repercussions. For example, Schallmayer was particu-
larly worried that Russia, not yet a member of the international eugenics 
community, would outreproduce his fatherland. The Slavs, according to 
Schallmayer, did not yet employ birth control measures and were hence 
more fecund than their western neighbors. Not long after the fighting 
began, he predicted that “[a] decision concerning the existence or non-
existence of an independent Germany in the face of the Russian threat 
will hardly be more than a few decades forthcoming.”45

Their efforts notwithstanding, the leaders of the German racial hy-
giene movement—an elite social network largely centered on Ploetz’s 
literary and scientific acquaintances—were unsuccessful in driving home 
their racial hygiene message to government officials prior to 1914, al-
though the state was not completely oblivious to eugenic developments 
elsewhere. As early as 1901, the German Ministry of the Interior and the 
Foreign Ministry took note of an 1899 law in Michigan that forbade mar-
riage among the “feeble-minded and idiots” as well as those suffering from  
venereal disease.46 Perhaps not surprisingly, the German government’s 
lack of interest in the views of its own eugenics enthusiasts changed dur-
ing the war. If there was anything positive about these otherwise tragic 
developments, at least for most German racial hygienists, it was that the 
state finally took notice of eugenic issues.

In the context of a situation where welfare and health were infor-
mally state centralized during the war and population policy became 
an integral part of plans for postwar reconstruction, several state- 
sponsored eugenics-related organizations and committees were estab-
lished.47 For example, the military was concerned about the scourge of 
venereal disease—a problem lamented by German racial hygienists. The 
German Society took up this issue, as well as the task of altering existing 
“material conditions” so that larger families became feasible. Moreover, 
the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Bevölkerungspolitik (German Society for 
Population Policy) was founded in 1915. It counted high-level civil ser-
vants among its members. So significant did population policy appear to 
the government by this time, that even German Chancellor Bethmann-
Hollweg sent a representative to the Society’s first meeting. During a sev-
eral day conference in November 1916 held in Darmstadt, the Society 
wrestled with the high-priority issue, “The New Beginning of German 
Family Life after the War.” The Society also stressed the “national im-
portance of the occupation of housewife” and the education of girls for 
a career as mothers. By 1917, the government was officially represented 
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at an important conference held at the Royal Agriculture College in Ber-
lin. Other organizations with state ties included the Bund zur Erhaltung 
und Mehrung der deutschen Volkskraft (League for the Preservation and 
Increase of German National Strength) and the Deutsche Gesellschaft 
zur Bekämpfung der Geschlechtskrankheiten (German Society for the 
Protection against Venereal Disease).48

In mid-1917, the German Society for Racial Hygiene attempted to cap-
italize on the disastrous impact of war to make a plea for money from the 
German government. It would be used to ensure that the Reich did not 
lag behind its enemies in Britain and the United States. With nationalis-
tic rhetoric and appropriate pathos, Erwin Baur, a leading plant geneticist 
and eugenicist, sought to make his case:

the decision in the national struggle has arrived and the german people are faced with 

the difficult question of how they will defend themselves from the actions of their open 

and secret enemies during the World War. Everything that is connected to this—every 

hope for the future—depends upon whether the german people will have a sufficiently 

large and [genetically] fit number of progeny.

america and England have already recognized how important the number and 

quality of the population is in the national struggle for survival. . . .

the times demand that racial hygiene, so necessary for germany’s future, be given 

the means to continue and expand its promising research and put it into practice. . . . 

What is planned is a popular-scientific journal . . . and, if possible, a research institute, 

such as one that already exists in london and near New york.49

With obvious reference to the Galton Laboratory and the Eugenic Record 
Office, Baur hoped to awaken German scientific pride and stir national 
political interest in demanding similar support in his own country. As 
we will see, however, whereas a new, more popular journal would appear 
soon after the creation of the Republic, it would take an additional ten 
years before Germany had an equivalent institute to those of her wartime 
adversaries.

Although Baur clearly employed his patriotic language as a rhetori-
cal resource in order to further his own scientific interests and those of 
his fellow eugenic practitioners, the nationalist turn within the German 
racial hygiene movement was real. We will recall that in 1916 the Soci-
ety for Racial Hygiene gave up all pretensions to internationalism and 
became a thoroughly German organization. During the war, German ra-
cial hygienists turned their attention from the “race” in general to the 
eugenic problems confronting their own country—a trend that would 
continue in the future. More importantly for the future of racial hygiene 
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in Germany, eugenic practitioners were radicalized by the continuing 
hostilities. Important figures like Ploetz, Lenz, and Rüdin moved to the 
political right. Especially in Bavaria, future home of the Nazi movement, 
several members of the Munich section of the German Society for Racial 
Hygiene joined secret and not-so-secret right-wing, pro-Nordic, and anti-
Semitic organizations. Max von Gruber (1853–1927), Munich Professor 
of Hygiene and eugenics supporter, championed the extreme war aims 
of the Pan-Germanists, a right-wing, militarist group dedicated to the an-
nexation of territories outside the border of the Reich. Even left-leaning 
eugenics supporter Alfred Grotjahn (1869–1931), like most of his fellow 
Social Democrats, did not condemn the war but rather supported a peace 
settlement without annexations.50 Although eugenicists in all countries 
involved in the fighting supported their respective nations and their al-
liances, racial hygienists in Germany were more affected by the war and 
its aftermath then their colleagues elsewhere.

There are perhaps good reasons for this. The war, which most Ger-
mans, including German racial hygienists, initially believed was purely 
defensive, led to a humiliating defeat and significant loss of territories 
and population. It toppled the monarchy, initiated a German revolution 
(which in Bavaria resulted in a short-lived Bolshevik-style republic), and 
gave birth to a largely unloved Weimar Republic (1919–33)—Germany’s 
first attempt at democratic government. Exacerbating the already tense 
situation was what virtually every German viewed as the “dictate of 
Versailles,” the Versailles Peace Treaty signed in 1919. Especially incom-
prehensible from their perspective was the “war guilt” clause assigning 
to Germany and her allies sole responsibility for initiating hostilities. 
In addition, catastrophic inflation, right-wing (including the infamous 
1923 Nazi Beer Hall Putsch) and left-wing political attempts to destroy 
the government, and the occupation by the French of the resource-rich 
Ruhr region darkened the German political and cultural landscape in 
the early postwar years. It should perhaps come as no surprise that divi-
sions among members of the German racial hygiene community that 
simmered beneath the surface during the relatively untroubled prewar 
period ultimately erupted in the face of the chaos that marked the first 
four years of the Weimar Republic.51

The aftermath of the Great War also had a profound impact on eu-
genics in the international arena, especially with regard to Germany’s 
participation in future international conferences. Concerns regarding 
the dysgenic impact of the war led to a meeting of the Permanent Inter-
national Eugenics Committee in London in October 1919. Representa-
tives from several countries decided to push for a second International  
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Eugenics Conference in New York as quickly as possible. The newly 
formed League of Nations sent a hopeful signal that a new spirit of inter-
nationalism would support such meetings. The Conference was set for 
1921 at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. As one fu-
ture participant at the meeting would express it, one outcome of the war 
“has been to develop what may be called the international sense among 
the peoples of the world,” resulting in the “evolution of international  
organizations.”52

In addition to the eugenic catastrophe caused by the war, organizers 
felt that more eugenics education was needed for state interventionist 
purposes. Henry Fairfield Osborn, the American host of the 1921 Con-
ference, never doubted the right of governments to lead the eugenics 
charge. As he emphasized in his welcome address: “The right of the state 
to safeguard the character and integrity of the race or races on which 
its future depends is, to my mind, as incontestable as the right of the 
state to safeguard the health and morals of its people. As science has 
enlightened government in the prevention and spread of disease, it must 
also enlighten government to the prevention and spread and multiplica-
tion of worthless members of society, the spread of feeble-mindedness, 
of idiocy, and of all moral and intellectual as well as physical diseases.”53 
Indeed the main theme at the Conference dealt with eugenics’ theoreti-
cal underpinning: genetics. In particular, the focus was on chromosomes 
and mutations. Leonard Darwin emphasized that human heredity is a 
“pure science” and, as such, it is the “guiding star” of eugenics. But it was 
more than a mere basis for eugenics: genetics and eugenics were partners 
in one large enterprise. Among the numerous prominent geneticists at 
the International Conference were the Americans T. H. Morgan, H. J. 
Muller, H. S. Jennings as well as the British R. A. Fischer and R. Ruggles 
Gates. About four hundred eugenicists from the United States, Britain, 
France, Belgium, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Mexico, Venezuela, India, 
Australia, New Zealand, and Uruguay attended the meeting. Perhaps 
most important from the standpoint of the professionalization of eugen-
ics worldwide, a resolution was prepared that laid the groundwork for the 
first international eugenics organization, the International Federation of 
Eugenics Organizations. Such an organization appeared politically op-
portune. It was finally called into existence in 1925.54

Conspicuously absent in New York were representatives from the war’s 
vanquished nations, all discussion of internationalism notwithstanding. 
Prior to the Conference there was a heated controversy over whether or not 
eugenicists from Germany, Austria, and Hungary should be invited. The 
French and Belgian delegates threatened to boycott the meeting should 



4 certificate awarded to “meritorious” exhibits at the second international congress of 
Eugenics held in New york in 1921. the certificate pictures the “eugenics tree”—a symbol 
that was supposed to demonstrate that the new “applied science” has its roots in numerous 
disciplines. “Eugenics,” it states “is self-directed evolution.” photo courtesy of the cold spring 
harbor laboratory archives.
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this happen; even Darwin’s compromise to allow these countries to send 
representatives after they joined the League of Nations came to naught. 
In general, the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian eugenicists were in favor 
of bringing the one-time enemy nations into the eugenics fold. After all, 
eugenics was an international science. As the Swede Herman Lundborg 
wrote to Davenport, an international eugenics conference to which not 
all “civilized nations” are invited is not international and only harms 
the cause of their project. In order not to offend their sensitive French 
and Belgian colleagues who hardly viewed the Germans as “civilized,” 
Darwin and Davenport negotiated a strategy that would effectively keep 
Germany and her former allies from attending the Second International 
Conference but simultaneously left the door open for their participation 
in future meetings.55 Scientific cooperation and contact between Anglo-
Saxon and Scandinavian eugenicists continued unabated.56

German eugenicists did not make things easier for the moderates. Im-
mediately after the terms of the Versailles Treaty were publicized, racial 
hygienists refused to involve themselves in international activities. For 
example, in a sarcastic letter to representatives of the Smithsonian In-
stitution who asked to receive the Archiv, Ploetz replied that since the 
“Americans” charged the “Germans” with being solely responsible for 
the war, it naturally followed that the Second International Eugenics 
Congress would view them as “mangy barbarians” and keep them away. 
Since the Archiv is a project undertaken by individuals “who consciously 
adhere to the German Volk,” scientific exchange with Americans is no 
longer possible.57 Baur touched on the social problems that made work 
as usual impossible. In a formal letter to American colleagues written in 
1920, the plant geneticist expressed his frustration:

the entire work of eugenics is very difficult with us, all children in the cities are en-

tirely insufficiently nourished. Everywhere milk and fat are lacking, and this matter 

will become yet greater if we now shall give up to France and belgium the milch [sic] 

cows which they have requisitioned. the entirely unnecessary huge arm of occupation 

eats us poor, but eugenically the worst is what we call the black shame, the French 

negro regiments, which are placed all over germany and which in the most shameful 

fashion give free rein to their impulses toward women and children. by force and by 

money they secure their victims—each French negro soldier has, at our expense, a 

greater income than a german professor—and the consequences is a frightful increase 

of syphilis and the mass of mulatto children. Even if all French-belgian tales of mishan-

dling by german soldiers were true they have been ten times exceeded by what—in 

peace!—happens on german soil.58



humaN hErEdity aNd EugENics makE thEir  iNtErNatiONal dEbut

45

As strained as relations were between the Germans and her former en-
emies, the situation would soon worsen. Although Davenport was proud 
that even the French had agreed to accept members of the German Soci-
ety for Racial Hygiene at a 1922 meeting in Brussels, the Germans were 
so incensed by the French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923 that they were 
even less willing than before to take up their leading role again in the 
international eugenics movement. “The German delegates” the Ameri-
can eugenicist was informed, “would not sit on the same Commission 
with the French and Belgians.” Davenport pleaded with Baur to use “his 
influence to prevent such a backward step.” “The only way we can heal 
the wounds caused by the late war,” the director of the Eugenic Record 
Office continued, “is to suppress these sad memories from our scientific 
activities.” Baur appreciated the good will of the American eugenicists, 
but claimed “the truth of what is happening in the Rhine and Ruhr can-
not be known from the American press.” “There is hardly a day,” Baur as-
serted, “that a German is not murdered, and the number of German civil 
servants and workers who are incarcerated or driven from their homes is 
more than several thousand.” Baur assured Davenport that if these forms 
of “cultural shame” were ended and real “peace” secured, the Germans 
would attend the next international conference. Unfortunately, the pres-
ent actions of the French and Belgians is “war and nothing else—war 
against a completely defenseless population.”59

The Norwegian eugenicist Mjøen, a man whose sympathies were 
closely in line with the Nordic enthusiasts among the German racial hy-
gienists, informed Davenport that given the politics of the French and 
Belgians, it would be unlikely that the Germans would change their posi-
tion. The optimistic American ERO Director, however, still hoped that 
“it would be possible for German eugenicists and French eugenicists to 
sit in the same room—as eugenicists primarily and not as Germans and 
Frenchmen.” In his desire to find some way that “politics will not be 
permitted to interfere with the progress of eugenics in various countries,” 
he appealed to the scientific responsibility of the Munich eugenicist and 
human geneticist Fritz Lenz. “There is no country,” Davenport told his 
colleague, “which has higher ideals [in respect to eugenics] than Ger-
many and we assume that she will assume a leading position at the next 
congress.”60

Given the role that Lenz would play in the German eugenics move-
ment during the Third Reich, his answer to Davenport is worth quoting 
in full. It reveals the worldview of this conservative German national-
ist as well as that of many of his contemporaries radicalized toward the 
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right because of the country’s upheavals. It also demonstrates that many 
intellectuals of Lenz’s political ilk could not imagine that the Great War 
would be the last one. In his Germanized English, he summarized his 
position to his American colleague.

a cooperative work between the germans and French seems to be impossible so long 

as the ruhr invasion lasts. if in america a foreign power had entered and held in its 

grasp the chief industrial area surely no american man of science would sit with a rep-

resentative to that other nation at a table. . . . When you write that each injustice it is 

to be hoped may soon be removed, i know that it is certainly an intimation of a sense 

of justice and well wishing toward all nations but i believe that you see the situation in 

Europe in too hopeful a light. Europe goes with rapid steps toward a new frightful war, 

in which germany will chiefly participate as an object; if america does not once again 

participate in the war it will end in the world domination of the british empire. this view 

is not only general in germany, but it is also present already in leading political circles 

in England. america has, therefore, a great task to fulfill were it only to recognize it at 

the proper time. . . . i do not believe that the time for international congresses have 

arrived so long as France occupies the ruhr, that is not before the second World War. 

i do not wish this certainly; i know that our race in it would suffer more heavily than in 

the past World War but it cannot be avoided.

In the same response to Davenport, Lenz mentioned that the Americans 
only fought out of “Anglo-Saxon national feeling” toward England, and 
that Britain had no choice but to enter the war. Had she not taken that 
step, Lenz continued, France would have been lost and England would 
have had to depend on the mercy of France’s “conqueror.” The letter 
hence indicates the interconnection between scientific conferences and 
politics; it also lays bare bitterness among German right-wing intellectu-
als that helped doom the fragile Republic from the outset.61

Owing to the more relaxed international political situation following 
the appointment of Gustav Stresemann as foreign minister of Germany 
in 1924, the French retreated from the Ruhr. Germany breathed easier 
in the relative calm before the storm. Once again, it took up its former 
position in the international arena. Indeed, between 1925 and 1933 hu-
man heredity and eugenics were professionalized and popularized on 
the international stage as never before. In addition, new institutes and 
organizations for these sciences were created in countries all over the 
world, including Germany. International meetings and scientific corre-
spondence between human geneticists in various countries, in particular 
between the United States and Germany, promised a fruitful develop-
ment of the gospel of Galton.
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The Maturation of Human Heredity and Eugenics in the 
International Arena

Even during the years that German human geneticists were absent from 
the international stage, Baur, Lenz, and the racial anthropologist Fischer 
did much to advance the role of Germany’s prestige in the international 
scientific community through the so-called standard work, Grundriss der 
menschlichen Erblichkeitslehre und Rassenhygiene (Principles of Human He-
redity and Racial Hygiene). The Grundriss was first published in 1921 with 
the financial backing of the Munich-based conservative-völkisch J. H. 
Lehmann publishing house, the same publisher that supported Ploetz’s 
Archiv. “Baur-Fischer-Lenz,” as the Grundriss was frequently dubbed by 
insiders, went through four editions in German; its third edition was 
translated into English in 1931. Apparently, Hitler himself read portions 
of the Grundriss while he was serving time in Landsberg prison in Bavaria 
following his attempt to overthrow the Weimar government during the 
infamous 1923 Beer Hall Putsch.

Its importance for Nazi racial hygiene notwithstanding, the Grundriss 
was widely read and reviewed internationally prior to the Third Reich. It 
was a two-volume work. The first volume had a theoretical orientation 
and contained chapters by Baur on the principles of heredity, Fischer on 
the world’s racial groups, and Lenz on human inheritance. The second, 
composed entirely by Lenz, dealt exclusively with racial hygiene. Such 
respected American geneticists as Raymond Pearl and H. J. Muller consid-
ered the section written by Baur to be a clear and state-of-the art summary 
of classical genetics. Even Fischer’s contribution, his tendentious racial 
portraits aside, was largely evaluated as “good science” by the more than 
three hundred reviews of the Grundriss, including twenty-seven written 
by individuals in non-German-speaking countries. Indeed, the scientific 
acclaim he enjoyed as coauthor of the treatise would play an important 
role in his appointment as director of the KWIA in 1927. The interna-
tional human genetics and eugenics community was most critical of the 
portion written by Lenz—especially his treatment of the inheritance of 
mental traits, his penchant for projecting his class prejudices on vari-
ous “races,” and his enthusiasm for the virtues of the “Nordic race.” His 
sympathy for the well-being of Nordics was also shared by some non- 
German eugenicists, especially in American and Scandinavian quarters. 
For example, in the late 1920s, the American Eugenics Research Associa-
tion offered a prize for the best eugenic studies dealing with the “relative  
fecundity” of the Nordic race. Surprisingly, only one review, by the  
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sexologist Max Marcuse, stressed the potential political danger of Lenz’s 
views on the “Jewish question” prior to 1933. Marcuse was just one of 
the numerous German Jewish scientists who would become targets of 
the Nazi regime’s state-sponsored anti-Semitism partly legitimized by 
the “objective” portrayal of so-called racial character traits found in the 
Grundriss. But this is all in the future. During the 1920s and early 1930s, 
more than 70 percent of those who reviewed the Grundrisss were over-
whelmingly positive about the treatise as a whole. This reminds us that 
what we may today view as “pseudoscience” and ideology was not neces-
sarily understood as such by respectable scientists in the not-too-distant  
past.62

In addition to the contribution of the “Baur-Fischer-Lenz,” German 
human geneticists and eugenicists left their mark on the international 
arena through their participation, beginning in 1925, in the newly formed 
International Federation of Eugenics Organizations (IFEO). Originating 
out of the need to incorporate the ever-increasing number of national 
eugenic movements worldwide into an organization promoting the pro-
fessionalization of the applied science as well as the political agendas of 
its leading members, the IFEO, in practice at least, became the arena of 
operation for conservative eugenic practitioners. There were men who, 
like Davenport, Mjøen, and Ploetz, were always sympathetic toward the 
interests of the “white race,” or the “Nordics.” As we have seen, this 
group was especially dedicated to improving the hereditary quality of 
Northern and Western European stock included many first-generation 
leaders of the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian movements. Indeed the 
IFEO was originally founded to promote the genetic betterment of the 
“white race.” The growing eugenics movements in Asia and nonwhite 
Africa were initially not represented.

Davenport, the chairman of the IFEO from 1927 to 1932, made the 
intellectual and physical differences between races and the crossing of 
so-called main races the nerve point of the IFEO. Older forms of racial 
research had become discredited, and he as well as many of his inter-
national colleagues believed that such investigations into the nature of 
“race” could only remain respectable if practitioners agreed on standard-
ized methods to evaluate racial differences. The effort to coordinate in-
vestigations into racial mixing worldwide and to ensure uniformity in its 
research techniques became Davenport’s top priority. Given Davenport’s 
professional interests, it is little wonder that the chairman of the IFEO 
had much to discuss in his correspondence with Eugen Fischer and Ernst 
Rüdin.63 In 1929, for example, Davenport wrote to the latter asking if he 
could head a committee on racial psychology for the IFEO. The Munich 
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psychiatrist agreed.64 As we will see, Fischer was nominated to succeed 
Davenport as IFEO chairman in 1932.

Although some leading IFEO members were already being criticized 
by so-called reform eugenicists, who questioned the scientific accuracy of 
the racial prejudices embedded in their work, there were enough reputa-
ble researchers among the traditional “mainline” practitioners such that 
the activists in the organization could not be accused of being a mere 
assemblage of quacks. Whatever one might think of Laughlin’s scientific 
credentials, those of the statistician and geneticist R. A. Fischer and his 
compatriot, the plant geneticist R. Ruggles Gates, were impeccable. Both 
men were members of the British delegation to the IFEO. Nor could one 
doubt the importance of the investigations of the Swedish psychiatrist 
Torsten Sjögren (his later pro-Nazi sympathies notwithstanding) or those 
of the head of the first academic department of genetics in Finland, Harry 
Federley. They, too, were members of their respective national delega-
tions to the IFEO. And the research of Fischer and Rüdin, both future 
directors of prestigious Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes in the 1920s because of 
their international scientific reputations, could also hardly be dismissed 
as amateurish.65

5 a picture taken of prominent members of international Federation of Eugenics Organizations 
when it met in stonehenge, England in 1930. Visible on the extreme left is laughlin. the man 
with the long white beard is one of the cofounders of the german racial hygiene movement, 
alfred ploetz. Next to him, on his right, is the swiss-born german psychiatric geneticist, Ernst 
rüdin. photo courtesy of the cold spring harbor laboratory archives.
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That having been said, it would be hard to deny that the IFEO, even 
as early as the late 1920s, increasingly provided the international profes-
sional meeting grounds for eugenicists who made no apologies for their 
preoccupation with the genetic worth of alleged “races” and strategies 
to improve the most valuable ones. Although at the beginning of the 
1930s the IFEO had changed its position on representatives from “non-
white” countries to further professionalize the gospel of Galton (by this 
time twenty-two nations boasted eugenics movements and were incor-
porated into the international organization), the Anglo-Saxon, German, 
and Scandinavian representatives continued to set the tone. Slowly but 
surely, Lamarckians, especially from France, socialists, feminists, and 
neo-Malthusians advocating birth control technologies were marginal-
ized within the IFEO.66 This trend toward the one-sided advancement of 
the interests of “mainline” eugenicists at the expense of the multifaceted 
concerns of the worldwide community became further exacerbated dur-
ing the Third Reich. As will become clear in chapter 6, in the years just 
prior to the outbreak of war, the IFEO was deliberately manipulated by 
Germany. Only those representatives of countries who shared the racist 
prejudices of Nazi racial hygienists had any influence in the organization. 
Reform eugenicists, as we will see, wanted nothing to do with what they 
considered unscientific and even fascist applications of their program for 
human betterment.

Among the strongest intellectual and institutional ties within the in-
ternational eugenics community were the ones between mainline Amer-
ican and German practitioners. Even prior to the Great War, German 
racial hygienists praised the accomplishments of their American breth-
ren. After the First International Congress in London in 1912, Ploetz re-
marked to a German newspaper that the “United States was a bold leader” 
in advancing the cause of eugenics.67 During the early and mid-Weimar 
years, German racial hygienists looked across the Atlantic in envy of the 
practical successes of their New World colleagues, even if most would not 
themselves have embraced all such measures, especially mandatory ster-
ilization. As is generally known, American eugenicists were instrumental 
in the passage of sterilization laws in numerous states; they were also 
one of the driving forces behind the notorious 1924 Johnson-Reed anti- 
immigration bill greatly limiting the number of “genetically less valu-
able” immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe. Indeed American 
eugenicists possessed such a powerful lobby that even the U.S. Supreme 
Court upheld the decision to deny allegedly hereditarily tainted indi-
viduals from procreating. “We have seen more than once that the public 
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welfare may call upon the best citizens for their lives,” Chief Justice Oliver  
Wendell Holmes proclaimed in 1927 in the infamous Buck vs. Bell case. 
“It would be strange if it could not call upon those who already sap the 
strength of the State for these lesser sacrifices . . . in order to prevent 
our being swamped with incompetence. . . . The principle that sustains 
compulsory vaccination is broad enough to cover cutting the Fallopian 
tubes.” In short, Holmes concluded, “three generations of imbeciles 
are enough.”68 This judgment from the American high bench was well 
known in the international human genetics community.69

As we have mentioned, German and American human geneticists 
regularly corresponded about professional matters. In 1924 Lenz wrote 
Davenport to ask whether he thought Baur-Fischer-Lenz would sell in 
the United States. In 1931 the two-volume work was translated into En-
glish. In 1926, the Munich eugenicist’s article “Are the Gifted Families in 

6 Oliver Wendell holmes, associate justice of the american supreme court from 1902 to 1932. 
holmes upheld the constitutionality of mandatory sterilization in the infamous 1927 case of 
Buck vs. Bell. he went on record as saying “three generations of imbeciles are enough.” photo 
courtesy of the cold spring harbor laboratory archives.
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America Maintaining Themselves?” appeared in the American Eugenical 
News. Lenz also established good relations with Laughlin and Davenport  
at the Eugenics Record Office in Cold Spring Harbor as well as with Paul 
Popenoe (1888–1979), a leading mainline American eugenicist on the 
West Coast. Davenport returned Lenz the honor he bestowed upon his 
American colleagues in 1927. In that year he traveled to Germany and 
met the Munich professor for racial hygiene. In a follow-up letter to 
Lenz, he suggested that the IFEO might hold its next meeting in the 
Bavarian capital. It was obvious, Davenport remarked, that “Munich is 
at the center of eugenic research in Europe.”70 Davenport communicated 
with other German human geneticists and eugenicists such as Hermann 
Muckermann, Günther Just (1892–1950), and Hans Nachtsheim (1890–
1979). Nachtsheim even went to Cold Spring Harbor to visit the ERO. In 
a letter preceding his visit, the American eugenicist wrote to Nachtsheim, 
“I learn that you have arrived in America and are now with Professor 
[T. H.] Morgan. . . . A warm invitation is extended to you to visit us. . . . 
We should be glad if you could come out on Thursday and speak to our 
group here. . . . It would be a pleasure to show you the work going on 
here.” Naturally, Davenport was also in frequent touch with Rüdin and 
Fischer.71

In 1932 Davenport became a corresponding member of the Berlin So-
ciety for Anthropology, Ethnology, and Pre-History, a professional orga-
nization headed by Fischer. The racial anthropologist sent Davenport a 
twelve-page questionnaire to be used when scientists undertook research 
on racial crossing. Perhaps Fischer believed that his research methodol-
ogy would be adopted by all members of the IFEO interested in this kind 
of investigation. His questionnaire left no aspect of the physical, intel-
lectual, and psychological traits of the “racial bastards” unmentioned. 
Among the questions: “Are the [racial bastards] morally more degener-
ate than both their racially pure parents?” In addition, the form asked 
researchers to comment on the “intelligence, energy, industry, patience, 
thrift, temperament, irascibility, pride, generosity, cruelty, musicality, 
and dexterity” of their subjects. Fischer also thought the observers should 
know whether their racially mixed subjects suffer from “insanity, alco-
holism, criminality, prostitution, and vagabondism.” Finally, the ques-
tionnaire requested that hair samples and pictures of the “bastards” as 
well as those of both their parents be attached to the report.72

During the Weimar Republic the German government took a great 
interest in human hereditary and eugenics as scientific tools to construct 
a modern welfare state. Because it was generally accepted that the health 
of a population was linked to national efficiency, the former was a cen-
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tral state concern. Fortunately, government officials believed, health was 
a “good” that could be manipulated according to scientific principles. 
If individuals were a form of human capital, healthy people were espe-
cially valuable resources. Hence the preoccupation demonstrated by the 
number of related museum exhibits, education and propaganda proj-
ects (especially for youth), and the creation of genetic counseling centers 
in major cities throughout the Reich.73 As such, it should come as no 
surprise that government officials kept abreast of what other counties 
were implementing in eugenics and health management. For example, 
in 1923 the German Foreign Office informed the Ministry of the Interior 
about the establishment of a Danish commission to discuss possible mea-
sures to tackle the problem of the unfit, including mandatory steriliza-
tion. Governmental representatives in Berlin received foreign eugenics 
journals, such as the British Annals of Eugenics. As we have seen, the Reich 
government was long informed about American eugenic measures. By 
1923 America’s sterilization procedures and laws were common knowl-
edge in the highest governmental levels in Germany.74

Only a few years after the establishment of the first German Republic, 
voices clamored for the creation of an institute of human genetics and 
eugenics, both to keep up with international developments in this field 
as well as to serve as a think tank for German researchers whose investiga-
tions would provide the state with useful biological knowledge.

In fact, by this time an institute already existed in Munich that con-
centrated on psychiatric illnesses from a modern standpoint. Although 
what would become the German Research Institute for Psychiatry in 1917 
did not contain the words “eugenics” or “human genetics” in its name, 
calls for such a research center prior to World War I used racial hygienic 
arguments for its establishment. As one physician argued as early as 1910, 
“[t]he many thousands of sick that form a burden to the state—the huge 
sums that the common weal must pay for the mentally ill and the mental 
institutions—cry out for . . . [biological-psychiatric] research. Our pro-
vincial and communal mental hospitals cannot afford this research. . . .  
It requires an especially large biological and experimental-therapeutic re-
search center, one located, if at all possible, in a large city.”75 The most re-
nowned German psychiatrist of his day, Emil Kraepelin (1856–1926), the 
mentor of Ernst Rüdin, pushed for the realization of such an institute. His  
success is intimately connected to his acquaintance with the American 
Jewish philanthropist James Loeb (1867–1933). The Loeb family emi-
grated from Germany in the nineteenth century and acquired their for-
tune through banking. Loeb became interested in Kraepelin’s mission 
and agreed to provide much of the funding needed to realize the German 
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psychiatrist’s dream. Exactly why he did so is unclear; it is reported, how-
ever, that Kraepelin helped Loeb fight his own mental illness.76

In addition to Loeb’s generous contribution, the Ruhr-based steel 
magnate Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach as well as other wealthy patrons 
offered needed financial support for the Munich institute. As will become 
clear in chapter 3, the Research Institute for Psychiatry eventually be-
came a Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in 1924, largely as a result of the efforts 
of its future director, Rüdin. Long before the Swiss psychiatrist became 
head of the entire complex in 1931, he had made a name for himself 
well beyond his adopted German homeland. The research that made him 
world renowned in the field of psychiatric genetics was his creation of the 
“empirical hereditary prognosis” for nervous diseases. This statistically 
based methodology replaced the traditional emphasis on pedigrees, such 
as existed at the ERO. In an important article written in 1916, the Swiss 
human geneticist applied his new statistical technique to schizophrenia 
for which he received international acclaim.77 As we mentioned, Rüdin 
was also one of Ploetz’s closest associates in the publication of the Archiv 
and a very active member of the Munich section of the German Society of 
Racial Hygiene. It should be noted that his research interests in psychia-
try were part and parcel of his eugenic concerns. As was typical for the 
first third of the twentieth century, eugenics and human genetics were 
mutually reinforcing.

Rüdin’s international reputation ensured that when the Munich In-
stitute was finally a reality Kraepelin would ask him to head one of its 
departments, the Demographic-Genealogical Division. Here he worked 
with several assistants, the psychiatrist Hans Luxenburger (1894–1976) as 
well as the researchers Adele Juda (1888–1949) and Bruno Schulz (1890–
1958) on the genetic basis of psychiatric disorders.78 This work, expensive 
and time consuming because of the necessity to travel to their patients, 
won them international prestige. Luxenburger and Juda remained in Mu-
nich until Rüdin, unhappy with the poor working conditions, left with 
them to take a position in Zurich. As we will see, however, they returned 
to the Bavarian capital in 1928 after a new, state-of-the-art building was 
completed for the Munich-based KWI.

Plant geneticist Erwin Baur, we will recall, was eager to see an insti-
tute devoted to genetics and eugenics in Berlin as early as 1917. Unfor-
tunately, the costs of funding a war and, from the state’s perspective, 
more serious financial concerns, prevented its realization at that time. 
In the immediate postwar years, however, social conditions were more 
favorable to a serious consideration of genetics and eugenics. In the larg-
est state, Prussia, health issues were now part of a Ministry for Public 
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Welfare. The director of the Department of Health was an individual 
who had a broad interest in family history, genetics, and eugenics. In 
1920, owing to the initiative of Otto Krohne (1868–1928), an important 
medical bureaucrat in Prussia as well president of the German Society 
for Racial Hygiene, a “Racial Hygiene Advisory Board” was established 
within the Department of Health to examine the severity of the eugenic 
consequences of the Great War on the German population as well as 
to take steps to remedy the problem. Among the eight members of the 
Board, five were geneticists, including Baur. Interestingly, at this time, 
three of them were members of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Biology 
in Dahlem. Perhaps related to this Advisor Board, Baur, Carl Correns (one 
of the three “co-discovers” of Mendel’s laws), and Richard Goldschmidt 
(1878–1958), a Jewish geneticist and eugenicist who would eventually be 
forced to flee Nazi Germany, founded the German Society of Genetics in 
1921. To Baur, the time appeared to be ripe to push for an institute deal-
ing specifically with human genetics and eugenics under the umbrella 
of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. He might have also been professionally 
self-motivated: his sincere interest in eugenics notwithstanding, he was 
also anxious for the Society to oversee an experimental breeding institute 
with himself at the helm. Baur viewed the two projects, plant breeding 
and human genetics, as symbiotic.79

As early as the war years, Baur tirelessly lobbied the KWS to establish 
such an institution—unfortunately in vain.80 His first mark of success 
occurred during the early Weimar years; he was able to win over the first 
president of the Society, theologian Adolf von Harnack (1851–1931), to 
his idea. It was necessary, however, to find an appropriate future director 
for the institute. Using his contacts with Eugen Fischer, Baur did all in his 
power to convince his friend and coeditor of Baur-Fischer-Lenz that he 
ought to consider leaving his Freiburg homeland and take up residence in 
Berlin. Only Fischer, von Harnack was convinced, was sufficiently pres-
tigious to occupy the position. Moreover, with Fischer, the KWS would 
have an expert on the science of “race,” a controversial topic during the 
mid-Weimar years. As we will see in the next chapter, Fischer was indeed 
persuaded to move to the capital and take up the directorship. Recogniz-
ing that the term “racial hygiene” would be an inappropriate intellectual 
resource in the Catholic–Social Democratic political milieu of Prussia at 
the time, Fischer decided to use the term “Eugenik” as part of the name of 
his new institute, regardless of his Nordic sympathies.81

The ceremonial opening of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthro-
pology, Human Heredity and Eugenics (KWIA) was held on September 
15, 1927. This date was hardly accidental; the specific day and the gala 
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events surrounding the opening were designed to coincide with the Fifth 
International Congress of Heredity—the first international conference 
on any subject held in Germany after the war. At the previous Congress 
held in Paris, Baur was charged with organizing its successor in Berlin in 
1916. Obviously, the war prevented such an activity. Given animosities 
on the part of Belgium and France as well as Germany, the date for the 
next conference was delayed. At the 1925 meeting of the German Society 
for Genetics, Baur decided that instead of holding the next German meet-
ing in Berlin, he would suggest that the Fifth International Congress for 
Genetics would be held in the Reich capital. As it turned out, it was an 
intellectually exciting and successful meeting with over nine hundred 
geneticists in attendance.82 Some of those attending the International 
Congress took the opportunity to officiate the opening of the KWIA. 
Certainly these two events—the opening of the KWIA and the convening 
of the Fifth International Congress of Genetics—appeared to usher in an 
era of international cooperation in genetics and eugenics.

The meeting of the International Federation of Eugenics Organizations 
in Amsterdam that same month further served to reconcile the worldwide  
human genetics community.83 The IFEO kept conservative eugenicists 
in the organization in touch with each other. In a 1929 letter written by 
Fischer to then president of the Federation, Charles Davenport, he em-
phasized the special nature of the upcoming IFEO meeting in Rome. The 
Berlin director remarked that Benito Mussolini would almost definitely 
attend a session of the meeting. Il duce, Fischer continued, was sincerely 
interested in “our questions,” and assured his American colleague that 
“there will never again be such an opportunity to make our thoughts 
clear to a national leader.” Moreover, the German anthropologist con-
tinued, “he [Mussolini] is the only politician who really can, and perhaps 
will, carry out eugenic measures.” Fischer suggested that Davenport, as 
president, compose a memorandum listing the Organization’s position 
on eugenics in Italian, English, and German. Mussolini should receive 
a special greeting at the outset of the meeting.84 At its 1930 meeting in 
Great Britain, the IFEO decided to establish a “Committee on Human He-
redity” that would bring together international researchers in the field, 
stimulate more investigations on the subject, and serve as a springboard 
for discussion.

Further east, the opening of the third decade of the twentieth century 
witnessed some starling new developments in the institutionalization of 
human genetics and eugenics in the Soviet Union. Although Soviet au-
thorities had frowned upon eugenics as a bourgeois science that was not 
compatible with Marxism-Leninism, Baltic Jew and Bolshevik Levit, who 
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had been instrumental in cultivating it during the late 1920s, was offered 
a chance to establish a world-class institute for the study of human and 
medical genetics in 1932. Between 1930 and 1932 he had worked in H. J. 
Muller’s laboratory at the University of Texas.

Upon his return to Moscow, Levit found himself with the support and 
financial resources to study a whole host of problems from a genetic point 
of view. He and his coworkers also secretly pursued eugenic issues—albeit 
divorced from the kind of racism and class prejudice that was the hall-
mark of most mainline practitioners, especially in the United States and 
Germany—in what came to be known as Maxim Gorky Medical Genetics 
Institute. During its short life, the Moscow Institute was probably the 
most advanced research center of its kind. Its director, like his German 
colleague von Verschuer, specialized in twin studies.85

Although new eugenic institutions were established worldwide and 
the international human genetics network was thriving, differences in 
the understanding of eugenics among individual practitioners notwith-
standing, the onset of the Great Depression in 1929 did not fail to leave 
its mark on the discipline. It certainly accounts for the inability of many 
researchers from continental Europe to attend the Third International Eu-
genics Conference held in New York in 1932. Most of the papers dealing  

7 soviet eugenicists. Few nonexperts realize that the soviet union had a short-lived eugenics  
movement. in the 1930s, solomon levit headed it. the Jewish soviet medical geneticist 
(extreme left) is seated next to the renowned american geneticist, h. J. muller, at his lab in 
austin, texas, in 1931. the argentine geneticist carlos Offermann and the soviet geneticist  
israel agol are pictured on muller’s right. levit and agol were executed during stalin’s 
purges. photo courtesy of the lilly library, indiana university, bloomington, iN.
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with the theme of the Conference—“A Decade of Progress in Eugenics”—
came from Americans. The financial and political situation in Germany 
was so grave that none of the important leaders in the field were able to 
attend; indeed only four researchers were able to make the journey.86 As 
Davenport expressed the situation in a letter to Ploetz, “the prospect of 
many visitors from Germany is very small.” The director of the ERO com-
mented to his German friend that Fischer regretted his absence, but was 
told “that directors of institutions must not leave their posts in this cri-
sis.”87 The most that Fischer could do was to send population policy and 
racial charts as posters representing the work undertaken at the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology. Rüdin, now director of the German 
Research Institute/Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Psychiatry in Munich, 
would have to skip the meeting as well.88

The worldwide depression also impacted the emphasis placed on ster-
ilization as an allegedly efficient cost-cutting measure. Long before the 
late 1920s, the United States led the way in the adoption of mandatory 
sterilization measures on a state-by-state basis. Beginning with the first 
law in Indiana passed in 1907, twenty-three American states had steril-
ization laws on the books by 1929. California, which enacted a manda-

8 several sets of twins together with a caretaker outside the institute for medico-genetics in 
1932. like the kWia in berlin, levit’s institute in moscow employed twins studies to assess the 
role of heredity in medical disorders. photo courtesy of the lilly library, indiana university, 
bloomington, iN.
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tory sterilization law only two years after Indiana, boasted the largest 
number of operations. By 1921 over two thousand had been performed.89 
Eventually, the number of mandatory sterilizations would reach some 
sixty thousand. In the United States, the number of sterilizations rose as 
budgets for institutions housing the “defective” declined following the 
disastrous stock market crash.90 Although Britain was never able to enact 
sterilization legislation, the Great Depression increased the number of 
voices clamoring for such a measure.91

The Great Depression and the Radical Turn in  
German Eugenics

Prior to the last years of the Weimar Republic, most German eugeni-
cists generally did not believe that their country was ripe for American 
measures, even if some personally believed in their eugenic desirability. 

9 an exhibit dealing with population studies and racial crossing from the kWia. unable to 
attend the 1932 third international Eugenics conference in New york owing to the financial 
impact of the great depression, the german society for racial hygiene had to be satisfied 
with simply sending exhibits without a delegation. photo courtesy of the prickler memorial 
library, truman state university.
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A few attempts, however, were made to change the law that penalized 
eugenic-related sterilizations, even when undertaken with consent of the 
patient.92 At the time, they lacked sufficient political support. This all 
changed with the desire to reexamine the continued expansion of the 
Weimar welfare state in the wake of the depression. For a variety of rea-
sons, the stock market crash hit Germany especially hard. By 1933 there 
were over 6 million unemployed in Germany, approximately one-third 
of the working population. For comparative purposes, the depression in 
the United States, as catastrophic as it was, left one-quarter of the prior 
employed out of a job.93

Numerous articles lamenting the burgeoning financial costs of hous-
ing the “unfit” could be found in Germany’s leading eugenic journals. 
Hermann Muckermann, a former Jesuit priest with close ties to the Cath-
olic Center Party in Prussia and an outspoken advocate of eugenics, com-
plained in an article that institutionalized mental defectives were costing 
the state over 185 million marks a year at a time when there was barely 
enough money to keep the healthy from starving. His solution: differ-
ential welfare. A distinction should be made between those who could 
be “brought back to work and life” and individuals who would always 
remain nonproductive owing to bad heredity. In hard economic times, 
the latter group could only expect to receive the minimum required to 
maintain its existence. Naturally, preventive care—i.e., ensuring that 
the so-called defectives were never born—was the most cost-effective  
measure.94

The urgent call for racial hygienic action was naturally championed 
by right-wing, overtly racist eugenicists as well as the leaders of the Nazis, 
now the largest political party in the German Parliament. But as we have 
seen in the case of the Catholic prelate Muckermann, even those loyal 
to the Weimar Republic were becoming more and more radical in their 
rhetoric. Indeed the preface to Eugenik—hardly a publication of the radi-
cal right—appeared far less humane and sympathetic to those considered 
a financial and genetic liability to the commonweal than had previously 
been the case. “A crushing and ever-growing burden of useless individu-
als unworthy of life,” the preface proclaimed, “are maintained and taken 
care of in institutions at the expense of the healthy. . . . Does not today’s 
predicament cry out strongly enough for a ‘planned economy,’ i.e., eu-
genics, in health policy?”95

The term “useless individuals,” would, in the not-too-distant future, 
become a synonym for a large number of genetic and racial undesirables 
who would ultimately pay for their alleged taint with their lives. This is 
not, of course, to suggest, that the editors of Eugenik had anything like this 
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in mind. In fact, many of the regular contributors to the journal would 
themselves later be forced out of their positions owing to their political 
persuasion or racial background. Yet their harsh language reminds us 
that if those who still backed a democracy over a dictatorship could view 
the handicapped in such a manner prior to the Third Reich, how easy 
would it be for the vanguard of the rapidly approaching “racial state” to 
eventually put such rhetoric into deadly practice? Although admittedly 
impressionistic, it appears that none of the other eugenic movements in 
the myriad countries where they were flourishing at this time could claim 
such a quick and radical rhetorical hostile turn toward the “unfit” as that 
which occurred in Germany during the waning Weimar years.

Calls for action against the welfare problem and the growing cost of 
the defective in the Reich were made known in another, ostensibly mod-
erate, quarter: the German Protestant Church. To be sure, eugenics was 
preached from the pulpit elsewhere, especially in the United States.96 As 
such, this interest in theological circles was not completely unique to 
Germany. There were, however, differences. Enjoying close ties to the 
Reich since the founding of the Empire in 1871, the German Protestant 
Church was, in essence, a state church. Moreover, it and its members 
had a long history in involvement with social and welfare questions that 
potentially undermined the nation.97

The social-welfare arm of the German Protestant Church was known 
as the Innere Mission (roughly translated as National Missionary Work). 
Throughout the Weimar period there was a growing interest within the 
Mission in eugenic questions. After all, it was as concerned about limit-
ing the money spent on the unfit as the state. Indeed, within the Mission 
the desire to take some kind of action in the form of eugenic measures 
in the late Weimar years was so strong that special conferences on the 
subject were held in 1931 and 1932. They were organized and headed by 
population policy expert and eugenicist Hans Harmsen (1899–1989), an 
important spokesperson within the Mission. Among the numerous indi-
viduals in attendance at the first conference held in the city of Treysa from  
May 18 to May 20, 1931, were several key heads of leading Protestant hos-
pitals and mental institutions, as well as influential pastors and human 
geneticists. The director of the Division of Human Heredity of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Otmar Freiherr von Verschuer—
about whom we will hear much more in the following chapter—was in-
vited as an expert witness. His strong Protestant convictions made him 
the obvious choice to represent Fischer’s institute. The main topic of 
discussion at the meeting was the pressing need and theological justifica-
tion for a voluntary sterilization law.98 By this time, the United States was 



10 the front cover of the german eugenics journal Eugenics: Heredity and Hereditary Care,  
featuring Francis galton, the “father” of the discipline. this publication was advanced by the 
“moderate” eugenicists in germany; those, on the other hand, who accepted ideologies of 
aryan supremacy tended to use the word Rassenhygiene instead of Eugenik. the competing 
german journal, the Archive for Racial and Social Biology, although not filled with overtly racist 
articles during the Weimar years, certainly aligned itself with the dictates of the new order 
after 1933. Eugenics disappeared shortly after this last issue in 1932. photo courtesy of the 
cold spring harbor laboratory archives.
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the country with the largest number of sterilization laws on the books. 
The results of these measures were circulated freely, especially the coau-
thored book, by Paul Popenoe and Ezra Gosney (1855–1942), Sterilization 
for Human Betterment: A Summary of the Results of 6,000 Operations in Cali-
fornia—a work that would be influential for and legitimize the future Nazi 
sterilization law.99 As we know, across the Atlantic almost thirty states 
made such procedures mandatory. But the United States was no longer 
the only nation that prevented the unfit from reproducing. Closer to Ger-
many, the small state of Denmark had legalized voluntary sterilization in 
1928—whereby its voluntary nature could seriously be questioned.100 In 
addition, by the time of the conference in Treysa, two cantons in Switzer-
land also permitted individuals to be rendered infertile.

It would lead us too far a field to outline the details of the first confer-
ence. For our purposes, it is important to learn what von Verschuer, at 
the time one of Germany’s two or three experts on human heredity, had 
to say. Even prior to the Great Depression, von Verschuer was a strong 
adherent of the form of “differential care” discussed at the conferences. 
He spoke in favor of voluntary sterilization in cases of individuals suf-
fering from feeblemindedness, schizophrenia, manic-depressive illness, 
epilepsy, and Huntington’s chorea. Psychopaths and the hereditary blind 
and deaf should also choose to come under the knife.101 Von Verschuer 
argued that sterilization could be a condition for release from one of 
Germany’s hospitals or mental institutions; in a paper von Verschuer 
delivered at the conference entitled “The Contemporary Biological Foun-
dation for Assessing Sterilization,” he argued, along the same lines, that 
a “feeble-minded, completely adrift girl who year after year brings an 
illegitimate child to the world” might continue to receive support for 
herself and her children if she agreed to be sterilized.102

In this same talk von Verschuer also sought to legitimize sterilization 
theologically. As the devout Protestant human geneticist viewed it, “Chris-
tians should adopt the model of their Lord who demands that we sacrifice 
in the name of loving one’s neighbor.” This love, he continued, should 
be extended to children not yet born. “I believe it is appropriate,” von 
Verschuer stated, “to demand a smaller sacrifice from individuals than the 
sacrifice of life, in other words, to refrain from having progeny out of love 
for children who are expected to be [hereditarily] ill.” At other Protestant 
venues, the Dahlem human geneticist offered similar arguments.103

As far as the two Treysa conferences were concerned, there was a con-
sensus among the participants of the need for a “new eugenic orientation 
for welfare” and the introduction of “differential care” for individuals on 
the basis of cost-benefit analysis. And although killing the hereditary ill 
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was clearly rejected by all in attendance, the Treysa report argued that 
the “artificial dragging out of dwindling life can just as easily be seen as 
an interference in God’s will of creation as is euthanasia.”104 Clearly such 
statements—in particular in the language in which they are couched—
would have been unthinkable from members of the German Protestant 
Church even ten years earlier.

Parallel to the first Treysa conference in 1931, an initiative was brought 
to the Prussian Upper House from physicians who had been involved 
with population policy and eugenic issues on the state level. Stressing 
the enormous strain to the public purse, the petition suggested that all 
physicians, pedagogues, and theologians be trained in human heredity 
and eugenics; future doctors should be tested in these areas before level-
ing medical school. Moreover, eugenics and human heredity should be 
taught in the upper classes of the secondary schools. In addition, eu-
genic health certificates should be exchanged by couples planning to 
get engaged. Finally, everything possible needed to be done to make the 
general population aware of the fundamentals of human genetics and 
eugenics. The hope was that other German states besides Prussia would 
strive for the same. The author of the petition once again reminded 
Prussian state officials of the unfavorable situation in the distribution 
of welfare and demanded a “differentiated” form of care that reflected 
considerations of efficiency. In this he was very influenced by the writ-
ings of Muckermann. Although the Upper Prussian House agreed with 
these proposals, it was not ready to take a positive stand on voluntary 
sterilization—Muckermann and Verschuer’s outspoken support for the 
measure not withstanding. The division heads of the KWIA, including 
the director Fischer, decided to lobby for action on the sterilization issue 
at an upcoming meeting of the Prussian Health Council. The time for 
change, they believed, was now.105

Indeed, the strongest lobby group for a voluntary sterilization law at 
the Prussian Health Council’s July 2, 1932, meeting, “Eugenik im Dienste 
der Wohlfahrt” (Eugenics in the Service of Welfare), was Fischer’s insti-
tute. Among the twenty-three members of the Council and thirty-six 
scientific experts who attended the meeting, all three division heads (in-
cluding Fischer, who was simultaneously director and head of the Divi-
sion of Anthropology) of the KWIA were not merely present but active. In 
addition, the Jewish geneticist Goldschmidt, co-director of the Dahlem 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Biology, was also engaged at the meeting, 
as were other members of the KWIA’s board of trustees. Baur, friend and 
early supporter of the construction of Fischer’s institute, also served as a 
scientific expert. He now headed his own KWI for Breeding Research in 
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northern Bavaria. Although most of the coworkers at Rüdin’s German 
Research Institute for Psychiatry in Munich were not present, they, too, 
supported the idea of voluntary sterilization.106 Their absence and that of 
Fritz Lenz, however, is significant. It demonstrates that at this time, only 
months before the final curtain would fall on the Weimar Republic, the 
moderate Berlin group of eugenicists, not the openly right-wing racist 
Munich contingent, called the political shots at this important political 
gathering.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the meeting was the role played 
by Muckermann. We will recall that he was a former Jesuit, a devout 
Catholic, and an enthusiast for eugenics. Whereas the earlier role of the 
Catholic Center Party in eugenic matters concentrated on so-called posi-
tive measures to increase the number of the fit, with the coming of the 
depression both Muckermann and his party embraced voluntary steril-
ization. This is even more surprising when one realizes that Pope Pius XI 
issued the papal encyclical Casti Connubii on December 30, 1930. Among 
other things, it specifically forbade eugenic considerations in contem-
plating marriage and procreation.107 That Muckermann and many other 
Center Party activists deliberately ignored this edict in their deliberations 
in Berlin demonstrates just how strong eugenic ideas had permeated the 
Catholic Church in Germany. This contrasts with the situation in Britain 
and America where Catholics were frequently outspoken critics of any 
attempt to apply scientific principles to procreation.108 We have already 
seen how German Protestants supported the eugenic outlook. In other 
words, both major churches in the Reich were convinced that without 
some negative eugenic intervention, the nation would not be able to 
shoulder the financial burden of the “degenerates.” Unlike the situation 
in other countries, there was no open critique of sterilization among 
German geneticists.

Fischer, the KWIA director, played a crucial role at the meeting with 
his deft handling of conflicts and differences of opinion on acceptable eu-
genic measures and the role of sterilization. As will become evident in the 
next chapter, by playing the “science card”—by appearing to represent a 
totally objective scientific outlook of the human geneticist—Fischer was 
able to smooth over potential difficulties. By the time he was finished 
with his talk, he received applause from all in the room. Those at the 
meeting set up a commission to write a draft of a voluntary sterilization 
law for Prussia. On July 30, 1932, the task was completed. Interestingly, 
it bore the stamp of Muckermann and members of the Catholic Center 
Party—hardly a group of individuals one might imagine would lead the 
charge of eugenic sterilization.
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By the time the draft was written, however, the independence of 
the state it was supposed to serve no longer existed; the so-called Prus-
sian Coup that followed an emergency degree from the aging German  
President Hindenburg dismissed the Cabinet of Prussia, Germany’s larg-
est state, only ten days earlier. The bastion of Weimar democracy, Prussia, 
was placed under leadership of the right-wing aristocrat and Reich Chan-
cellor Franz von Papen. This emergency degree measure was pronounced 
allegedly owing to the center-left cabinet’s inability to maintain law and 
order as street fighting between Nazis and Communists intensified. The 
true reason was so that the authoritarian von Papen, as Reich Commis-
sioner of Prussia, could control the largest police force in Germany. The 
Prussian Coup spelled the death of Weimar government. Indeed, only six 
months later, Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany. In the midst 
of all the political intrigue and confusion, the draft sterilization law never 
attained legal standing.109 As we will see, it did serve as the basis for the 
Nazi mandatory sterilization law of July 1933, the Gesetz zur Verhütung 
erbkranken Nachwuchses (the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Dis-
eased Offspring).

On the eve of the Third Reich human genetics and eugenics had a strong 
presence on the international stage. From its modest beginnings at the 
turn of the century, human genetics and eugenics—at the time the theo-
retical and applied sides of the same science—quickly became the most 
socially significant field of biology. The synergistic relationship between 
the two in conjunction with political, social, and economic changes 
quickly led to incipient eugenics movements in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Scandinavian countries. Yet as we have seen, the meeting of the First 
International Eugenics Conference in London in 1912 suggested that a 
new worldwide scientific community dedicated to the “gospel of Galton” 
was beginning to emerge.

The Great War and its aftermath tested the ideals and the tenacity 
of the international eugenics movement. Believing, nearly to a person, 
that war was dysgenic and that the impact on the gene pool of “civilized 
nations” would suffer, human geneticists from all belligerent countries 
nonetheless supported their political leaders in what was supposed to be 
a short, patriotic war. As we have seen, the outcome of the bloodbath 
that emerged held special challenges; after first suffering pariah status in 
the international scientific community of human geneticists, Germany 
later exacerbated her exclusion by refusing to cooperate in international 
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conferences owing to her feeling of humiliation at the hands of the for-
mer Entente powers. These tensions notwithstanding, communication 
among the human geneticists on both sides of the fighting continued  
after the war. By the mid-1920s, the international scientific community in 
this field was stronger than ever. It was politically opportune in the new 
interwar global arena. As we have seen, new organizations like the IEFO 
had been formed in which Germany, as well as other countries, played 
a central role. The number of nations boasted eugenics movements in-
creased. In addition, new eugenic research institutions such as the Insti-
tute for Race Biology in Sweden and the German Research Institute for 
Psychiatry as well as the KWIA in Dahlem quickly became established 
sites for investigations into human genetics; they joined older such in-
stitutes like the American Eugenics Record Office and the British Galton 
Laboratory. The leaders of the new German research centers, Fischer and 
Rüdin, were lauded as world-renowned experts in their fields—a critical 
factor, as we will see, in the Nazi symbiosis between human heredity and 
politics to come. And it was during the 1920s, the Weimar years, that the 
German government embraced human genetics and eugenics as a tool to 
solve a variety of social and welfare problems.

Although German human geneticists had bemoaned the lack of eu-
genic legislation during the Weimar Republic, almost none wished for 
or expected the kind of negative eugenic measures like mandatory steril-
ization such as existed in the United States—that is until the coming of 
the Great Depression. As we have seen, the impact of the U.S. stock mar-
ket crash radicalized German racial hygienists—both the openly racist, 
conservative practitioners based largely in Munich, as well as those who 
worked with the Catholic–Social Democratic coalition in Prussia. Eugen-
ics would become a weapon in the desperate campaign to reduce welfare 
expenditures. No leading German geneticist protested the increasingly 
condescending, indeed inhumane, manner in which the so-called degen-
erates were described. The end result, as we know, was the failed attempt 
at a voluntary sterilization law.

The appeal of eugenics in the context of the cost-cutting mentality of 
the final years of the Weimar Republic was certainly central in the general 
acceptance of the future draconian Nazi sterilization law. It should be 
noted, however, that no international eugenicist condemned Germany 
in the waning months of its first attempt in democracy, although as we 
will see in chapter 6, voices were raised by “reform eugenicists” outside 
of Germany that the “mainline” outlook prevalent in the Reich and else-
where was scientifically outdated and misguided. However, we should 
remember, it was not clear that it would be the openly conservative,  
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racist elements in the Reich that stood poised to move eugenics forward 
in 1932. Although many German practitioners simply hid their true 
feelings about the issue of “race” owing to political pressure, Fischer, 
the president of the German Society for Racial Hygiene, for example, 
argued with Ploetz, the man who coined the term “racial hygiene,” for a 
compromise in the name of the Society. In 1931 the Society’s name was 
officially changed to the German Society for Racial Hygiene-Eugenics  
to please its Berlin moderate wing and allegedly attract more members. 
That Ploetz, representing the overtly völkisch Munich wing of the Soci-
ety, argued that “laws and administration was not [as Fischer believed] 
dependent on Jews and Social Democrats,” admittedly demonstrated the 
tension among Germany’s eugenicists; it certainly did not bode well for 
the future.110 But it was neither the suspect Jews nor the Social Democrats, 
but rather members of the Catholic Center Party, particularly under the 
auspices of Muckermann, who hammered out the foiled draft voluntary 
sterilization law. Just prior to the “new order,” Jews and those on the 
political left and center were still among Germany’s eminent eugeni-
cists—individuals just as anxious as the openly racist conservatives to 
apply the advances of human genetics in the name of better breeding. 
Needless to say, much would change in the Third Reich.

Thus far we have examined the vicissitudes of human genetics and eu-
genics in the international arena. This discussion was designed to outline 
their trajectory prior to the victory of the National Socialists in Germany 
on January 30, 1933. At this point, the focus will change. The next four 
chapters will serve as venues of sorts for the main theme of our study: the 
symbiotic relationship between human heredity and politics during the 
Third Reich. In each of these chapters a short story will serve as an intro-
duction to the particular site for the Faustian bargain in question. Before 
turning to the relationship between human heredity and politics under 
the Nazis, the chapters examine the way in which the two served as mu-
tually beneficial resources during the Weimar Republic, raising the issue 
of continuity and change as Germany’s political system was transformed. 
Although the focus is on the Third Reich, we should not forget that sci-
ence and politics frequently serve as mutually beneficial resources—even 
if the resulting symbiosis was not as deadly as under Hitler. After the four 
case studies, the study will return, in chapter 6, where it leaves off here: 
to a discussion of the interaction between human genetics and eugenics 
on the international stage and the practice of human heredity in Nazi 
Germany.
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The Devil’s Directors  
at Dahlem

The first meeting of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for An-
thropology’s Kuratorium (or board of directors) in the “new 
state” was held on July 5, 1933. With the recent death or 
negotiated removal of numerous former members, the new 
composition of the Kuratorium was decidedly national con-
servative.1 The only relatively unfamiliar face at the meet-
ing—at least to most in attendance—was that of Dr. Arthur 
Gütt, SS officer and high-ranking medical bureaucrat in the 
Reich Ministry of the Interior. An early advocate of eugenics 
during the Weimar years, Gütt quickly emerged as one of 
the major “coordinators” of National Socialist racial policy 
in the early years of the Third Reich, whereby research in 
the field of eugenics and human genetics would now be “co-
ordinated” or brought into line with the political interests 
of the new regime. Through propaganda, intimidation, or 
“bargaining” methods, National Socialism would eventually 
leave its mark on the biomedical sciences, its practitioners, 
and its institutions, just as it was doing in all other areas of 
German society. However, for the various biomedical sci-
ences this “coordination” was greatly aided by the willing 
participation of the researchers themselves. Although Gütt 
appeared at the Kuratorium meeting as a “guest,” his agenda 
took precedence over all others: to “suggest” that the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Society “systematically place itself in the service 
of the Reich,” and to formally ask the Dahlem Institute’s 
help to carry out the draconian Law for the Prevention of 
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Genetically Diseased Offspring (the official name of the Nazi Steriliza-
tion Law) along with an intended Reich citizenship law. Although ap-
pearing to be little more than self-serving flattery, Gütt’s appreciation 
of the “important work” already accomplished in the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Institute for Anthropology as well as his assurance that “the Reich Gov-
ernment placed a lot of value in the Institute’s counsel” turns out to have 
been quite genuine.2 The new racial policy czar in the Reichsministerium 
des Innern (Reich Ministry of the Interior) had every reason to believe 
that the Dahlem director would be eager to help advance this national  
mission.

This July event marks a key turning point in the history of the “Eugen 
Fischer Institute.”3 The Kuratorium meeting sealed the Faustian bargain 
between the Dahlem director and the Nazi state medical bureaucracy. 
Yet the smooth-functioning and mutually beneficial deal that would last 
throughout the twelve-year history of the Third Reich—even beyond 
Fischer’s own tenure as director—belies its rocky origins. As we will see, 
the agreement made by the Dahlem racial anthropologist on behalf of 
his Institute to serve the Nazi regime was made partly under duress. The 
haughty, world-renowned national conservative human geneticist could 
have hardly anticipated that he would be subjected to a vicious denun-
ciation campaign levied against him by scientific rivals and Nazi Party 
bureaucrats. This threat to Fischer’s professional prestige at precisely the 
moment when his long-nurtured research project in racial genetics at 
Dahlem seemed more relevant and worthy of state funding than ever 
certainly came as a shock. It took a short time for him to regain his bear-
ings. Yet ultimately, the Dahlem director would triumph over this ob-
stacle: after all, when his science was at stake, Fischer was the political 
chameleon par excellence. He was an expert at professional and political 
self-refashioning.

As we will see in the course of this chapter, Fischer was no stranger to the  
dictates of politics in science policy. Although sympathetic to völkisch ra-
cial views, this former member of the ultraconservative and anti-Semitic 
German National People’s Party was astute enough to realize that these 
leanings were best left publicly unexpressed within the Centrist and So-
cial Democratic–run Prussian government during the Weimar Republic. 
After all, he would have to find an arrangement with these pro-Weimar 
parties in order to win financial support for his new Kaiser Wilhelm Insti-
tute. His völkisch sentiments would hardly have been a valuable resource 
at this time. Indeed, Fischer would go out of his way to demonstrate 
that his vanguard Institute would not be used as an intellectual weapon 
by political right-wing forces to destroy the fragile democratic govern-
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ment, as some people charged. As we have seen, even after he was firmly 
in the saddle in Dahlem, Fischer helped orchestrate a name change for 
the long-established German Society for Racial Hygiene. The ambiguous 
term Rassenhygiene was offensive to many Jewish and left-leaning politi-
cians whom he had to court during the Republic to keep his Institute 
up and running. His political misgivings notwithstanding, the Dahlem 
director used the international reputation of the Institute as well as his 
own renommée to serve the Republic; whether he approved of Weimar 
democracy or not, it was in the interest of his science and the Volk to find 
biomedical solutions to Germany’s myriad social problems. The lessons 
that Fischer learned in his attempts to win government support for his 
line of research would be put to good use under more favorable political 
circumstances (for Fischer, at least) with the “national revolution” that 
placed Adolf Hitler behind the Chancellor’s desk on January 30, 1933.

With this “national revolution” and the subsequent establishment of 
the “racial state,” it became increasingly clear that government officials 
would need scientific experts in the broad area of racial science to put its 
dystopian, and later, genocidal, vision into practice. The Dahlem Insti-
tute was too vital a research center to be easily overlooked as a site where 
Nazi racial policy could be scientifically legitimized. A prerequisite, how-
ever, was the absolute collusion of its director, Fischer. Although known 
to be nationalistic, the Dahlem director was not a Nazi Party member; 
perhaps more important, one of his coworkers was a “political Catholic” 
whom the new regime did not trust. And finally, Fischer’s own views on 
racial science did not exactly square with the main party line.

In the course of his denunciation campaign, it became clear to the 
Dahlem director that he could only remain an authoritative academic 
spokesperson for his science and expect to receive funding for it if he 
aligned himself totally with the new order. Conditions—some of them 
unpleasant—would have to be met. It appears that the politically savvy 
Fischer soon came to realize that the current Nazi-Nationalist government 
was different from the various coalitions preceding it. Having learned the 
nature of the new Nazi masters, the Dahlem director “sold” his Institute 
to the National Socialist state. Although he did not join the party im-
mediately, he and his research center nonetheless moved with the times. 
With the exception of the Rüdin Institute in Munich (discussed in the 
next chapter), there was no center for human heredity and eugenics in 
Germany that did as much to provide the intellectual underpinnings 
for the Nazi regime’s racial policy than did the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute 
for Anthropology. The Dahlem director and his coworkers reaped rich 
rewards for their part in this Faustian bargain. But as we will see, the price 
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that the senior partner in this bargain levied upon him would be high 
indeed. What is tragically ironic, however, is that the costs of this deal 
were ultimately borne upon the backs of those who either suffered from 
or were killed by the very racial policies Fischer and his Institute’s per-
sonnel promoted throughout the Nazi years. Indeed, there is very little 
evidence that Fischer or his colleagues thought long and hard about the 
consequences of placing their science at the service of the Third Reich.

The political chameleon Fischer viewed himself first and foremost as 
a scientist, and he wanted to advance a research project in racial genetics 
second to none. When it became clear to him that traditional approaches 
to understanding the inheritance of normal and pathological traits were 
wanting, the Dahlem director initiated a far-reaching paradigm shift at 
the Institute.4 By 1940, he hoped to pursue Phänogenetik, or develop-
mental genetics, as a way to understand what we would today loosely 
term the process of gene expression. During the war years—at a time 
when many other Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes were experiencing budget 
cuts—Fischer’s new important party patron, SS-Brigade Leader Leonardo 
Conti (1900–45), helped him secure the funds necessary for his lavish 
project. As we will see, the racial anthropologist’s decision to pursue the 
vanguard science of developmental genetics would have enormous moral 
consequences for the Devil’s second disciple in Dahlem and Fischer’s 
devoted protégé: the medical geneticist Otmar von Verschuer.

Handpicked by Fischer to serve as head of the Department of Hu-
man Heredity and ultimately as his successor as Institute director, von 
Verschuer was known internationally for his use of twins to study the 
inheritance of disease. When he inherited the directorship in late 1942, 
von Verschuer continued to advance this new methodology in Dahlem. 
As we will see, human heredity and politics had a radicalizing symbiotic 
impact during the brutal and brutalizing conditions of Germany’s “racial 
war.” When it became evident that investigations as part of the Institute’s 
new research agenda had advantageous political implications as well as 
scientific ones, a series of events unfolded that ultimately led the second 
director and at least one of his coworkers toward the moral abyss associ-
ated with the biomedical crimes committed at Auschwitz. Another mem-
ber of the Institute, Hans Nachtsheim undertook research made possible 
by Nazi Germany’s “euthanasia” project. He, too, was hired by Fischer.

In assessing the extent of Fischer’s and his colleagues’ moral culpabil-
ity, we must consider the role that the director played in establishing a 
research program at Dahlem that made such crimes possible in the first 
place. We may well wonder whether the Devil’s first disciple is really any 
less ethically compromised than von Verschuer, even though he never 
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got his hands as dirty as that of his protégé. In order to contemplate such 
issues intelligently, we must begin on a seemingly more benign note: 
with the decision to establish the Dahlem Institute and the preparations 
for its gala opening under its first director, Fischer.

“True Racial Science . . . Will Bring Segments of the Nation  
Closer Together”

As we have noted, the tireless behind-the-scenes efforts of German plant 
geneticist and eugenicist Baur to convince KWS President von Harnack 
to establish an institute devoted to human heredity in the Reich capital 
ultimately paid off. Of critical importance was his ability to persuade his 
colleague and friend, the world-renowned anthropologist and coauthor 
of the German human genetics and eugenics standard work, Principles of 
Human Heredity and Racial Hygiene, to leave his beloved Freiburg and as-
sume the directorship. It was to be located in the idyllic southwest section 
of Berlin, Dahlem. Two other Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes devoted to the  
biological sciences were within easy walking distance of what became  
the twenty-ninth member of a growing family of research centers un-
der the Society’s umbrella.5 Their close proximity to the Fischer Institute 
would come in handy over time.

Yet negotiating a commitment for such an institute from von Har-
nack was only the first step toward bringing the plans to fruition. The 
Society president had to convince the Social Democratic–Catholic Center 
Party led coalition government in Prussia of this “great national task.”6 
More particularly, he had to demonstrate that the Institute’s scientific 
work would not serve as an intellectual resource in the hands of rabid 
anti-Republican forces and anti-Semites. The terms “race” and “hered-
ity” were already circulating in national conservative and völkisch circles. 
On the national level, there was a well-justified concern about the po-
tential usefulness of the sciences to be housed in the proposed Dahlem 
research center for the political right wing. This can be gleaned by a com-
ment made by a Social Democratic delegate to the Reichstag, the German 
lower house of parliament. During a meeting to discuss the Institute’s 
financing, Dr. Julius Moses, a Jewish social hygienist, reminded the del-
egates as well as von Harnack that anthropology, human heredity, and 
eugenics had indeed supported nationalism both before and during the 
Great War. Fortunately for the future of the Dahlem Institute, Moses be-
came convinced that the planned research center would examine these 
disciplines “from a strictly scientific viewpoint.” As a result, the Social 
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Democrats, although leery, lent their support to the establishment of the 
Institute.7 Catholic Center Party members were won over by the lobbying 
of Muckermann. His propaganda campaign on behalf of eugenics had 
already convinced political leaders and health professionals with a clear 
allegiance to the Weimar Republic that the new applied science and its 
allied disciplines were a state imperative compatible with the democratic 
order. His close ties to Prussian Center political circles together with von 
Harnack’s solemn pledge that “the Kaiser Wilhelm Society [would take] 
full responsibility” to guarantee the Institute’s scientific objectivity un-
doubtedly helped shore up funding for the new center.8

Von Harnack knew, however, that the best way to secure state money 
for the Dahlem Institute was to sell it as a national health and welfare 
resource. In a letter asking for additional support for the new building, 
the Society president adopted the language of cost-benefit analysis that, 
as we have seen, colored much of Weimar eugenic discourse: “If I ask for 
100,000 RM more than was planned . . . ,” von Harnack pleaded, “I do so 
with the complete conviction that if the ideas of Herr Prof. Fischer and 
his close scientific associates are able to penetrate relevant public health 
circles, enormous savings of Germany’s human, as well as financial, assets 
could be achieved.”9 In the end, more than 85 percent of the money for 
the new Institute would be paid for by public funds. As a state-sponsored 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, it would naturally lend itself to confronting 
pressing national biomedical tasks, regardless of all the future director’s 
disclaimers that the new institution was “purely theoretical.”10 Given 
the context in which it was founded, the chance that the Institute would 
remain above the fray of politics was remote from the outset.

The president realized that he would have to legitimize the establish-
ment of the proposed Institute to the Kaiser Wilhelm Society Senate in 
a somewhat different manner than he did to the politicians. Knowing 
that the senators were particularly sensitive to Germany’s international 
stature in the world of science, the president played up the need to re-
tain its competitive edge in the biomedical sphere. “Now that Sweden, 
the United States, France and England have taken the lead in founding 
their own research institutions,” von Harnack informed the senators, “it 
is absolutely imperative for Germany to also establish a scientific center 
for anthropology, human heredity and eugenics, especially as the insuf-
ficient and dilettantish approaches in this field must be met head on.”11 
But von Harnack’s persuasiveness notwithstanding, no individual was 
able to master rhetorical resources better than the future director him-
self. When the president asked Fischer to deliver a programmatic address 
on the nature and tasks of the proposed Institute before the Society’s 
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senators as well as dignitaries from state and industry on June 19, 1926, 
Germany’s premier anthropologist tailored it perfectly to his immediate 
and wider audience. Had the senators not already given the new research 
center “the green light” that very afternoon (without Fischer’s knowl-
edge), they certainly would not have hesitated long after hearing the 
Freiburg anthropologist’s showcase speech.12

Recognizing the prejudices of his listeners on the topics of anthropol-
ogy and “race,” Fischer began his talk by attempting to set his audience 
straight. Anthropology was no longer merely preoccupied with measur-
ing skulls and studying the shapes of noses. It was intricately linked to 
the new science of genetics. Indeed, “anthropology and human hered-
ity,” the future director affirmed, “cannot be separated.” Racial science or 
“racial biology,” as Fischer called it in his address, was a misunderstood 
concept. It was not limited to the study of traits within any of humanity’s 
major “racial” groups; it also investigated normal and pathological char-
acteristics of any “hereditary line” or interbreeding population.13 More 
particularly, it studied both from a genetic perspective. There could be 
no doubt that race, in the first sense of the term, played at least some 
role in history, Fischer informed his listeners. Past civilizations perished 
partly because of “racial chaos,” the speaker’s description for unfavorable 
racial mixtures among populations. The crossing of two closely related 
“appropriate races,” however, was viewed by Fischer as positive.14 Indeed 
he deliberately separated his understanding of “race” from that of Hans 
F. K. Günther (1891–1968), author of the extremely popular völkisch book 
Racial Science of the German People. Günther’s treatise was precisely the 
kind of work that alarmed the Jewish and liberal circles Fischer needed 
to reassure. The fact that Fischer would soon (or had already) reviewed 
the book favorably in a journal he edited was left unmentioned that 
evening.15 What he did stress favorably was the research of the German-
Jewish American cultural anthropologist Franz Boas—allegedly to show 
how complicated the subject matter of “race” really was. In an important 
study, Boas demonstrated that traits formally viewed as fixed racial char-
acteristics were actually affected by environmental factors. Fischer also 
did not neglect to mention that the politically liberal Boas, long estab-
lished at Columbia University, had been a “benefactor” of Germany in 
its hour of need after the First World War.16

From here the future director moved easily to a discussion of human 
heredity as a scientific and political resource. “We need a thorough inves-
tigation of the normal and pathological hereditary lineages of our popula-
tion,” Fischer maintained, if we are to have an adequate scientific estimate 
of the number of “cretin, criminal, idiot and other constitutionally  
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abnormal hereditary lines.” Naturally, the state had an interest in as-
certaining the number of talented lineages as well. In former times, the 
Freiburg anthropologist pointed out, physicians studied disease. Today 
people, not illnesses, are once again the rightful object of medical re-
search. Race and illness are not separate entities, Fischer emphasized. It 
may turn out that the one-time racial components of Europe’s present 
population have different levels of resistance to disease. It would be im-
portant to understand, for example, what, if any, impact racial crossing 
might have on an individual’s predisposition to serious illnesses such 
as cancer, tuberculosis, and epilepsy. A person of racially mixed origin 
might appear healthy on the outside; however, on the inside, he or she 
may be subject to “chemical-physical” imbalances making the individual 
more prone to disease. “We know nothing about all these things,” Fischer 
emphasized. The speaker reminded the dignitaries assembled that “even 
as non-physicians” they could appreciate how such information would 
be well worth knowing.17

The guest of honor then turned his attention to eugenics—perhaps 
the most socially relevant topic discussed that evening. Here again he 
felt the political necessity to enlighten his listeners. In Germany, Fischer 
continued, the applied science frequently went under the name “Ras-
senhygiene.” The speaker conveniently forgot to mention that right-wing 
adherents had adopted the multivaried German word for their own ad-
vantage. Racial hygiene, Fischer insisted, did not imply the breeding of 
a better “race” in the usual anthropological sense. Nor did it denote the 
superiority of one particular racial group over another. Rather, it was syn-
onymous with all actions aimed at improving the hereditary substrate of 
any population. Since the German word has led to such misunderstand-
ing, Fischer added, “we gladly avoid ‘Rassenhygiene’ and “select the En-
glish term Eugenik.” Coined by the British “hereditary theorist” Galton, 
he continued, eugenics involved nothing more than the recognition and 
care of the “favorable” hereditary lines.”18

Fischer naturally failed to mention that he himself had a weakness for 
the so-called Nordic race; were it not politically incorrect in the Reich 
capital during the middle years of the Weimar Republic, he would have 
openly embraced the term “racial hygiene.” Fischer did, however, inform 
his audience that as early as 1910, he was preaching the eugenics gospel. 
Even at that early date the Freiburg anthropologist knew that controlling 
the reproductive capacities of a population was a “fundamental question 
of existence for states.” Unfortunately, at that time, his words fell on deaf 
ears. “We allowed our culture [to develop] as it wished,” Fischer contin-
ued. “There was . . . a completely incomprehensible indifference in the 
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entire civilized world regarding . . . [how cultural amenities useful for the 
welfare of the individual] . . . could impact the long-range future.” Today, 
an unmistakable series of “warning signs” has appeared on the landscape. 
We have to march forward, Fischer informed his audience, armed with 
“positive eugenic measures.”19

The future Dahlem director closed his performance with an appeal to 
his listeners—scientists, politicians, and leaders of industry—to harness 
biology in the service of the nation.

We so often claim: we have made ourselves masters of nature. With [our] expansive 

technology we control an infinite number of things. . . . The space on earth, at least, 

has practically dwindled to nothing, when we think of modern planes, wireless tele-

graphs and similar things. What we have not yet, however, even begun to master and  

get a handle on are those biological phenomena that have harmed our culture. To work  

on the preservation of hereditary lineages—to study them and affect them in a positive 

manner . . . has not yet been undertaken! This is the essential and final task inherent 

in all [the research i have talked about]. This task—and this is something everyone will 

admit—is a matter of life and death for the well-being of all our people. it cannot suffer 

any delay; it demands our complete concern and energy.20

Fischer’s impassioned plea had its intended effect. He would have his 
vanguard Institute for the human sciences.

Although there were financial problems that threatened to slow prog-
ress of its completion, the new building was erected in record time—in 
just eleven months. It was important to finish the work on schedule, 
since the Society planned that the new Dahlem Institute should open its 
doors on September 15, 1927, a day carefully chosen, as we have seen, 
to coincide with the Fifth International Congress on Genetics hosted in 
Berlin during that week. The festivities surrounding the inauguration 
were meant to attract national and international attention. In front of 
an audience of Prussian politicians, university dignitaries, and over nine 
hundred conference members, including Charles Davenport from the 
Eugenics Record Office, von Harnack held his inauguration speech.21 The 
press was on hand to report this important event.

The Society president used his talk at the Institute’s dedication cer-
emony to once again reassure those who worried about the possible 
negative political fallout of a research center devoted to anthropology, 
human genetics, and eugenics. “True racial science,” the aging von Har-
nack argued, “will bring segments of a nation closer together, not divide 
them [in a hostile manner].”22 When he turned over the Institute keys to 
Fischer, the new director instinctively recognized the need to formulate  
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a politically appropriate statement. The new research center, Fischer pro-
claimed, “will naturally deal with all questions surrounding the prob-
lematic concept of ‘racial science’ from a purely scientific basis.”23 With 
these benign and seemingly promising words, the KWIA entered upon 
Germany’s, and the world’s, genetics and eugenics scene.

“Is the Patient a Twin?”

After winning the long battle to get the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for An-
thropology established, Fischer turned his attention to creating an or-
ganizational framework for the Institute based upon the tenets of the 
“Harnack Principle.” According to this guiding philosophy allegedly 
operative since the inception of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society during the 
Empire, Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes are built up around a director cho-
sen by the Society for his research excellence who is then given a free 
hand to use the available financial resources to shape both the organiza-
tional structure and research orientation of his institute.24 Given Fischer’s 
academic background outlined in the previous chapter, it comes as no 
surprise that he established a research program that focused on racial 
genetics, the inheritance of normal (i.e., racial) and pathological traits. 
As Fischer explained it, these two research foci would find their culmina-
tion in a third, eugenics.25 This research concentration, with its strong 
emphasis on the genetics of race, did not change appreciably over the 
course of his directorship, regardless of its later “modernization” through 
the application of the newest trends in developmental genetics. Fischer 
organized these research foci in the Institute into three separate depart-
ments whose boundaries he always viewed as somewhat arbitrary and 
fluid. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the Dahlem research 
center was the first leading interdisciplinary institute in Germany for 
the study of human beings from a genetic perspective. As such, Fischer 
established an Institute that already extended beyond the boundaries 
of the more traditional German university departments. These scientific 
boundaries would not be the only barriers he and his successor, von Ver-
schuer, would eventually cross.26

Fischer himself was Institute director and head of the Department for 
Anthropology—positions he combined with his professorship of anthro-
pology at the University of Berlin. He had the good fortune of heading 
the Institute at a time when one of America’s premier philanthropic orga-
nizations, the Rockefeller Foundation (RF), was interested in supporting 
population studies in Germany. Fischer was instrumental in organizing 
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a large-scale, national anthropological survey of the German population 
that promised to generate information on virtually all the meaningful  
racial, biological, and medical particulars of the Volk (this time meaning all  
people living in Germany). This carefully crafted interdisciplinary proj-
ect involving a host of different institutes and different disciplines (but 
with an emphasis on anthropology) enabled Fischer to acquire a share of 
$125,000 distributed over a five-year period (beginning in 1930) for his 
Institute. The project, although funded by the Social Science Division 
of the RF, would supplement the support he already received for this 
research from the Emergency Association of German Science, the Ger-
man equivalent of the American National Science Foundation. It would 
also be managed by that same German organization. The project was 
sold to the RF on eugenic grounds. As Friedrich Schmidt-Ott, president 
of the Emergency Association explained to an RF officer, “one hopes that 
through [this survey] new insights will be acquired regarding the origin 
of possible degenerative phenomena,” especially the distribution of he-
reditary pathological character traits. “Questions regarding the biological 
conditions of families, the numbers of births and miscarriages . . . and 
lastly, the issue of birth rate decline and birth control [will be analyzed] 
from a eugenic perspective.”

Fischer surveyed university professors, high school teachers, and el-
ementary school teachers as part of his research. All such individuals were 
members of the German civil service. He also received permission from 
the Prussian Minister of Interior to request information from another 
source—the Prussian police. According to a report, thirty-nine thousand 
forms were distributed to members of the Prussian police force in 1931. 
In other words, the Dahlem director demanded and received access to a 
significant amount of private data for his work. As we will see, Fischer was 
not the only biomedical scientist who would require such information. 
Although his Institute did not receive the largest share of this money (in 
fact, Rüdin’s Institute did), Fischer’s ability to organize this significant 
project demonstrated his talents as a research manager. The Dahlem an-
thropologist was also able to attract other outside money for two other 
research projects on the genetic component of tuberculosis and germ 
plasma toxins undertaken by members of his Institute. This support was 
obtained from the Medical Division of the RF. Indeed, it appeared that  
the RF thought extremely highly of the Dahlem director. As RF Officer 
Robert Lambert reported to a Foundation colleague of his in 1932, “[as] 
far as I know everyone had been well impressed by F[ischer] both as  
a scientist and as an administrator, and by the sound work coming out 
of his institute.”27
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The Dahlem director appointed Muckermann to oversee the insti-
tute’s Eugenics Department. This proved especially useful owing to the 
Catholic eugenicist’s talent for popularizing his subject, especially in the 
all-important Catholic political milieu. We have already noted the large 
role he played on the Prussian State Health Council in 1932 in advanc-
ing racial hygiene measures. Indeed, by his own account, Muckermann 
gave approximately six hundred eugenics-related talks between 1927  
and 1933—at least some of which were sponsored by the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Society.

Fischer’s deliberate selection of his medically trained former student,28 
von Verschuer, to head up the Department of Human Heredity, was a 
professional choice that would have far-reaching consequences for the 
future of his Institute. Born into a Protestant noble family with a mili-
tary heritage, von Verschuer became interested in the racial worth of the 
members of his privileged class long before he turned to medicine.29 He 
ultimately decided to make medicine a career rather than becoming a 
military officer because of his political unwillingness to serve in the new 
Republican army following the German Revolution of 1918–19.30 Once, 
however, he settled on mastering the biomedical sciences, he never wa-
vered. We can observe the drive with which he would later embrace his 
science while he was still a medical student completing his dissertation 
on the effects of caffeine on the swelling of blood serum proteins. Using 
language eerily similar to Mary Shelley’s description of Victor Franken-
stein’s single-minded pursuit to solve the riddle of reanimation, von Ver-
schuer related his obsession with his doctoral research. “I plunged myself 
into my task with all the fire of my scientific zeal; I worked for months 
intensively in the laboratory of the clinic, first testing subjects then my-
self. . . . [I] allowed venal and capillary blood to be drawn from me every 
two hours from early morning until afternoon for two [consecutive] days 
while [not under the influence of caffeine]. The second time [I repeated 
the test] with caffeine. I analyzed the results of the tests until late into the 
night.”31 As we will see, von Verschuer’s fervor for biochemical research 
would not diminish throughout his career.

Upon completing his dissertation, the ambitious aristocrat first vol-
unteered at the Psychiatric Clinic at the University of Munich, having 
developed an interest in mental disorders as a result of attending Emil 
Kraepelin’s lectures there. However, von Verschuer, unlike Rüdin, would 
not follow in the footsteps of the renowned psychiatrist. His first paid 
medical position was acquired through the help of Lenz, the Munich 
human geneticist and racial hygienist who would later replace him in 
Dahlem. Through Lenz’s family connections, von Verschuer secured a 
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position as a medical assistant at the University of Tübingen in 1923. To-
gether with Wilhelm Weitz (1881–1969), his senior colleague, the young 
clinician began using twins as part of his medical research. It was at this 
time that von Verschuer became more and more interested in what we 
today would call medical genetics.32

Although von Verschuer had already developed a scientific reputation 
in the field of twin studies by the mid-1920s, he never forgot his earlier 
preoccupation with “race” and eugenics. His interest in these subjects 
induced him to attend Fischer’s classes in anthropology during his medi-
cal studies in Freiburg. Fischer’s “force of personality” managed to have a 
large impact on von Verschuer during his brief stay in the Baden college 
town; the reverence he would show Fischer throughout his scientific life 
probably has its origins in this period. Earlier, when he began his preclini-
cal medical training in Marburg, von Verschuer involved himself with 
various right-wing organizations and activities in the aftermath of the 
German Revolution. He never shed his deeply felt völkisch-nationalist  
sentiments, although when he heard the future Führer speak years later, 
he allegedly found Hitler too brutal, anti-intellectual, and fanatical.33 
While in Tübingen, he became secretary of the city’s newly formed sec-
tion of the German Society for Racial Hygiene; indeed, the budding young  
human geneticist took every opportunity to lecture and write on eugen-
ics. Perhaps a similar völkisch worldview along with a shared penchant 
to investigate the newest questions in human heredity accounted for the 
interest that Lenz took in von Verschuer.

At any rate, in 1926, Lenz suggested that he send Fischer one of von 
Verschuer’s early professional manuscripts; the Munich human geneti-
cist apparently knew that the renowned Freiburg racial anthropologist 
would soon be heading up a research institute in Dahlem. Fischer was 
obviously impressed with von Verschuer’s scientific work. He offered his 
former student the post as director of the Human Heredity Department, 
although it was contingent upon von Verschuer’s completion of his Ha-
bilitation (second dissertation)—the necessary qualification to teach at 
a university.34 This would ensure the scientific respectability demanded 
by the Kaiser Wilhelm Society and help compensate for Muckermann’s 
lackluster research portfolio. Von Verschuer held his obligatory Habilita-
tion defense at the University of Berlin in May 1927; it was the first time 
anyone had completed an advanced degree in the new field of human 
genetics anywhere in Germany.35 Von Verschuer, like his mentor Fischer, 
hid his völkisch outlook during the Weimar years. Prior to 1933, von 
Verschuer was also active in the Berlin section of the German Society for 
Racial Hygiene; again, like Fischer, he seemed to have a good working  
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relationship with officials of the Centrist/Social Democratic Prussian 
state.

Almost immediately, von Verschuer used his new position to establish 
the Dahlem Institute as one of the world centers for twin research, at the 
time the most innovative way to study human genetics. Prior to his ar-
rival in Dahlem, von Verschuer won scientific acclaim for this theoretical 
work in twin research. He was instrumental in improving upon the so-
called polysymptomatic similarity method—a means of using numerous 
characteristics to determine whether twins were identical or fraternal. 
Yet as we will see, for all the promise of twin studies, by the late 1930s 
it was clear that this method alone could not answer all the important 
questions posed by its German practitioners. A new paradigm, whose de-
velopment lay several years in the future, would be necessary to account 
for such shortfalls. When von Verschuer arrived at the Fischer Institute 
in 1927, his scientific reputation was linked to the efficacy of twin studies 
as a way of determining the roles of nature and nurture in the origin of 
diseases. The RF was quite impressed by his innovative research.36

Proving himself especially adept at finding ways to locate subjects 
for his research at hospitals, schools, and through newspapers, von Ver-
schuer filled his files at Dahlem with data from hundreds of twins. The 
human geneticist stamped the query “is the patient a twin?” on all his 
inquiries to medical facilities to increase his database. By the time he left 
the Dahlem Institute in 1935, he had amassed information on over four 
thousand twins—albeit not without the help of party and state institu-
tions in the years after the National Socialist “seizure of power.”37 Many 
of von Verschuer’s subjects, especially school children, were examined 
in the Institute itself. Both alone and working with his assistants, he used 
twin studies to demonstrate the inheritance of mental traits and crimi-
nality—research that was quite generously supported by the Reich and 
Prussian governments as well as by the RF. While at the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Institute for Anthropology, he finished his massive study, coauthored 
with his old school friend and medical colleague Karl Diehl (1896–1969), 
on tubercular twins, also with outside funding. Perhaps armed with the 
results of von Verschuer and Diehl’s research, Muckermann allegedly 
gave public talks in which he advised against spending the country’s 
ever-dwindling financial resources on the prevention of tuberculosis. In-
dividuals with TB should be encouraged not to reproduce.38 Other inves-
tigations by von Verschuer, such as his work on blood groups, promised 
to have direct applications in paternity cases facing the courts.39

At this point, one may wonder whether von Verschuer was unwit-
tingly laying the necessary scientific foundations for the Nazi racial state 
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through his research in the Weimar years. We should not forget that at 
this time, even before the Third Reich, institutions such as schools and 
hospitals gave von Verschuer the names of potential subjects for his re-
search on twins—an activity whose legality would be questionable today. 
According to medical guidelines that were passed during the Republic 

11	 Otmar von verschuer, head of the Division of human heredity, standing in front of his large 
twin file at the KWia during the late Weimar years. photo courtesy of the archiv der max-
planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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and remained unaltered with the coming of the “national awakening” 
in 1933, people under the age of eighteen could not be used for human 
experiments designed to advance science if such tests “could in any way 
hurt them.” Some of von Verschuer’s subjects were as young as fifteen. 
They did not undergo these tests for any therapeutic advantages but for 
research purposes. As the experiments that these youngsters were encour-
aged to endure were sometimes painful if not actually dangerous, von 
Verschuer and the Dahlem Institute were already operating in an ethical 
gray zone prior to the Third Reich.40

As we have noted, the Dahlem director initially promised that a major 
function of his Institute would be to inform and legitimize eugenics. 
It accomplished this goal—both at home and abroad—in several ways. 
Fischer, Muckermann, and von Verschuer headed, took part in, or oth-
erwise had close ties to numerous national and international eugenics 
organizations and societies, such as the German Society for Racial Hy-
giene and the International Federation of Eugenics Organizations. They 
published their research in the journals of these organizations, often in 
popularized form. In addition, Institute personnel maintained close rela-
tionships to members of the health and welfare bureaucracy of Germany’s 
largest state, Prussia. As we have seen in the last chapter, their expertise 
was sought when these bureaucrats contemplated any kind of eugenics-

12	 von verschuer assessing the exactness of eye color in a pair of twin school boys with the aid 
of an eye chart. photo courtesy of the archiv der max-planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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related legislation. The Dahlem scientists demanded a more differenti-
ated, eugenically grounded social welfare policy during the financially 
troubled final years of the Republic. Imbuing his eugenic outlook with a 
healthy dose of class prejudice, von Verschuer, like Lenz, argued for the 
need to increase the hereditary substrate of those who did not have to toil 
with their hands. “The traits that make mental work possible . . . ,” the 
twin specialist argued, “are necessary for the security and advancement 
of the state and for the life of the Volk.”

As we have noted, von Verschuer and his colleagues were also intri-
cately involved in the 1932 draft sterilization law. The devout Protestant 
defended sterilization as an act of Christian charity on the part of indi-
viduals toward their progeny who, in all likelihood, would be born defec-
tive.41 Moreover, the Dahlem Institute soon began to distinguish itself  
from other Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes through its teaching and service 
functions. Beginning in 1929, it offered a host of human genetics and  
eugenics related courses for state-appointed medical and welfare officials, 
a function that secured it additional funding and won the KWIA the good-
will of grateful Prussian bureaucrats. What is particularly important to note  
is that much of the instructional material used to train these officials was 
based on research currently carried out at the Institute. And finally, the re-
search undertaken in Dahlem could be used by Institute members in their 
admittedly limited role as scientific experts in paternity cases. The exis-
tence of this increasingly intertwined research-propaganda-instructional  
complex at the KWIA during the final years of the Republic can perhaps 
help to explain the relative ease with which its members could respond 
to the new realities following the “national revolution,” at least once its 
director recovered from the intrigues surrounding its “coordination.”42 
By 1933, serving the state and Volk was indeed nothing new for Fischer 
or his Institute.

The Faustian Bargain in Berlin: Act I

Political Pressure, Professional Self-Fashioning, and the Power of  
Human Heredity

Even prior to the Dahlem Institute’s first Kuratorium meeting under the 
Third Reich, SS doctor Gütt had the opportunity to become acquainted 
with Fischer in connection with a series of denunciation campaigns di-
rected toward the director from the end of May 1933 to late summer 
1934.43 To understand how such a denunciation campaign functioned 
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within Nazi Germany, it is important to realize that contrary to popular 
belief, the Third Reich was not a monolithic regime in which every aspect 
of life was personally controlled by the Führer. It was a polycratic system 
where power was divided between various state and party institutions; 
even the military and big industry could affect the interplay between 
the government and society. There was no such thing as a prototypical 
“Nazi.” Individual National Socialist Party officials, big and small, had 
different ideas on important ideological and governmental matters and 
often exploited the nature of the system to gain power for themselves—
competing with other Nazi Party members for prestige in the eyes of their 
superiors or even, for the biggest of Nazi bigwigs, for Hitler’s approval. As 
such, political denunciations, serving as a form of intrasocietal competi-
tion for favor, were commonplace in many institutions under National 
Socialism; despite its international prestige, the Kaiser Wilhelm Society 
was not immune to the sometimes petty viciousness that characterized 
these campaigns.44 But in their intensity, in the number of party and 
state offices involved, and in the importance of the issue at stake, the at-
tacks against Fischer are probably unique among denunciations within 
Germany’s most elite research organization.45

The details of this denunciation campaign are complicated and the 
exact motivations of the parties involved are not always clear. Nonethe-
less, it appears that the diatribes directed against Fischer were unleashed 
owing to concern expressed by National Socialist medical bureaucrats, 
party officials, and potential competitors in the field of racial science, 
perhaps including Rüdin, that this “non-Nazi” academic (Fischer was not 
yet a party member) was poising himself to assume a leading position to 
help shape racial policy under the swastika. By late May 1933 when the 
battle began, Fischer was simultaneously director of the internationally 
respected Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, senator of the Kaiser  
Wilhelm Society, president of the German Society for Racial Hygiene, 
president of the Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and Pre- 
History, and Rector of the University of Berlin, the latter position having 
been achieved against the wishes of senior members of the Nazi Party. He 
was also a world-renowned authority in a field highly visible in numerous 
international organizations. Indeed, it was only his expressed wish not to 
stand for election as president of the IFEO that enabled his rival Rüdin to 
acquire that post. For those both inside and outside the Dahlem Institute 
who found Fischer’s power base a career threat, the director’s ability to 
work well with politicians and bureaucrats in the Weimar Republic46 and 
his somewhat nonconformist views on the race question could be used 
as a political weapon against him.
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The event that instigated the denunciation campaign against Fischer 
occurred on February 1, 1933, several months before the Kuratorium 
meeting that would seal the deal between the Dahlem Institute and the 
Nazi regime, when Fischer delivered his first public lecture in the new 
“völkisch state.” It was held in a prominent place: the capital of the new 
Reich, Berlin. His well-attended and much anticipated talk was entitled 
“Racial Crossing and Intellectual Achievement.” In his lecture, Fischer 
not only contradicted mainstream National Socialist doctrine on the 
desirability of racial crossing within the so-called European races, but 
he also clearly took a “soft” stand on the “Jewish question.” Whereas 
the official National Socialist view on racial mixtures between Jews and 
“Aryans” was uncompromising, Fischer found the “judgment of the re-
sults of such a crossing” to be “very difficult.” Although he would not 
rule out the possibility of a “psychic disharmony” arising from such a 
racial mixture, he argued that “[it] undoubtedly makes a huge difference 
whether the offspring of long-standing cultivated German Jewish fami-
lies or whether the progeny of newly arrived Eastern European Jewish 
families mate [with non-Jews].” In this statement, Fischer’s prejudices re-
garding the difference between allegedly acceptable assimilated German 
Jews and the politically and racially dangerous Eastern European Jews, 
or “Ostjuden”—prejudices common among nationalist conservatives like 
himself—demonstrate that he had not yet fully adopted the National So-
cialist Party line on “race.” The director did, however, admit that the re-
sult of such a crossing would introduce a (racially) different element into 
the German population. The long-range effect of such a crossing, Fischer 
insisted, could not be known. Hence, there can be little doubt that this 
highly visible professional talk gave his political opponents ammunition; 
it probably set the stage for all subsequent denunciations against him.47

Gütt’s role in the “Fischer case” wavered between that of the heavy-
handed arbiter of intraparty disputes, on the one hand, and the Dahlem 
director’s political advocate, on the other. Clearly, former sins could not 
be left unpunished. Gütt did not attempt to reverse Fischer’s dethrone-
ment as president of the German Society for Racial Hygiene, a position 
now held by Rüdin.48 After all, as former leader of the moderate Berlin 
faction of the Society—the group that had close alliances with the old 
Centrist/Social Democratic coalition in Prussia—Fischer was no longer as 
ideal for this post as the psychiatric geneticist Rüdin, a member of the un-
abashedly völkisch wing of the Society in Munich. Moreover, unlike Lenz 
or even Muckermann, Fischer had declined to lend the Nazi Party any 
open support until it was in power. Allegedly, this was to guarantee the 
independence of his Institute.49 More likely, however, Fischer wanted to 
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hedge his bets and avoid throwing his cards into the brown box until the 
new political constellation was clear. What the nationalist Fischer may 
have thought about the Nazis privately prior to this is, of course, open to 
speculation. Owing to lack of information, however, the issue cannot be 
resolved. At any rate, Gütt had sufficient reasons not to bend over back-
ward to make life too easy for the Dahlem director. As we will see in the 
next chapter, he was politically partial to Fischer’s rival, Rüdin.

During the course of a series of meetings, Gütt also convinced Fischer 
of the need to “coordinate” his Institute. Since there were no “racial en-
emies” employed at the Dahlem research center, what he meant was 
the removal of the politically unreliable elements, first and foremost the 
Catholic Center Party supporter and Eugenics Department head Muck-
ermann. Given its ties to the Vatican, the Center Party was distrusted 
as a potential pillar of the new state. Muckermann, as a “Catholic eu-
genicist,” could hence not be counted on to support all National Social-
ist racial policy measures, despite his attempt to find common eugenic 
ground with certain Nazi health officials and his large role in garnering 
support for the draft sterilization law prior to 1933. As such, his tenure 
at the Fischer Institute had to come to an end, and this was made clear 
to the director during these meetings. “Any cooperation with the [Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology] is impossible as long as Herr Muck-
ermann is a member,” Gütt insisted.50 And although Fischer could never 
be made to state that Jews were genetically inferior to “Nordics” or that 
racial mixtures between “Nordics” and other so-called European races 
were intrinsically bad, Gütt impressed upon him the need to be more 
cautious with public pronouncements that “could be interpreted as being 
opposed to state policies.”

Despite Gütt’s warning, however, it appears that throughout most of 
the Third Reich, Fischer consciously attempted to find a compromise on 
the “Jewish question” that would simultaneously reflect his own national 
conservative prejudices (such as his distinction between the racial cross-
ing of “Aryans” with so-called respectable German Jews and such bio-
logical mixing with “Ostjuden”), be marginally acceptable to important 
officials in the government, and most importantly, not undermine his 
scientific credibility in foreign countries. When he was forced or felt the 
need to deal with the “Jewish question,” Fischer employed the phrase he 
first formulated in his controversial February 1933 talk. He claimed that 
Jews were racially “andersartig” (different) from people who were alleg-
edly a composite of the so-called European races. He insisted that this said 
nothing about the relative genetic worth of any “race.”51 It will be inter-
esting to observe whether his allegedly “scientific” attitude toward the 
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Jews would hold up in the more radical atmosphere of the war years. That 
having been said, Fischer certainly did not protest when his renowned 
German Jewish colleagues at other KWIs were sooner or later ousted from 
their positions. As we have mentioned, he did not have to worry about 
this issue in his own Institute.

Despite his own qualms about Fischer, Gütt felt obligated to com-
municate a central truth to those ready to go to extremes and politically 
crush the Dahlem director: Fischer and his Institute were irreplaceable 
resources for the new state. Although Gütt had recognized this reality 
since his earliest encounters with Fischer, he articulated the point most 
clearly in a 1934 letter to Richard Walther Darré, Reich Minister of Food 
and Agriculture and architect of the notorious SS Race and Settlement 
Office:

Cooperation with professor Fischer appears unavoidable, since, at present, there is no 

other equally valuable institution; also, his institute and staff are absolutely necessary 

for the appropriate training of medical officers and physicians, and especially for car-

rying out the law for the prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring. Furthermore, 

professor Fischer is a nationally and internationally recognized authority in the field of 

genetics and racial science. For that reason he was also, without my knowledge, ap-

pointed as the first “coordinated” rector of the University of Berlin. a split between him 

and official quarters could easily give the impression both nationally and internationally 

that professor Fischer doesn’t approve of the path that the government has taken in the 

field of racial care—that [our] governmental policies contradict science.52

Whether Gütt was ever this blunt with Fischer about the latter’s im-
portance for the new state is unlikely, but also irrelevant. Almost a year 
earlier, only weeks before the fateful Kuratorium meeting, Gütt helped 
Fischer find the most “generous” way of carrying out the necessary “co-
ordination” of his Institute.53 Perhaps most important to the Dahlem 
director, the SS doctor had not forced the expulsion of von Verschuer. 
Interestingly, especially in light of the human geneticist’s later career 
trajectory, he, too, was politically suspect at this time. Von Verschuer’s 
prior participation in national conservative organizations, his early 
publications in right-wing völkisch journals, as well as his anti-Semitism 
seemed to count for little.54 Gütt’s actions showed the Dahlem director 
that, within the limits of his position, the SS doctor tried to be of help. 
Fischer had always recognized his worth as a scientist and the value of 
his international scientific reputation; what he quickly learned was that 
Gütt did, as well. Gütt clearly belonged to those Nazi medical bureaucrats 
who valued human genetics for its potential to provide a respectable  
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scientific foundation for National Socialist racial policies—as a key intel-
lectual resource for the Third Reich. It is sometimes argued that all Na-
tional Socialists were anti-intellectual and opposed to scientific research, 
but this is a myth. Although the infamous Franconian District Party 
leader Julius Streicher’s (1885–1946) maniacal Jew-baiting undoubt-
edly served an important propaganda function for the Nazis, his vile, 
if highly profitable,55 journal, Der Stürmer (approximately translated as 
The Attacker), was not taken seriously among German biomedical profes-
sionals; it certainly could not be used to win international acclaim for 
Nazi racial policy—something important to the regime, at least before the 
outbreak of war. As such, Gütt could be expected to support Germany’s 
community of human geneticists—not just in word, but in deed. After all, 
National Socialist policy in this key area must not appear to the world to 
contradict internationally accepted views on human heredity.

Fischer capitalized on this knowledge. Anticipating a visit by Gütt at 
the Kuratorium meeting, Fischer assembled a special report, “Research 
Institutes for the Scientific Support of German-Völkisch, Racial-Hygienic 
Population Policy.” It apparently was produced on his own initiative. 
What is certain, however, is that the Dahlem director wished to use it to 
sell “the science card” to the influential Reich Ministry of the Interior, 
Gütt’s bureaucratic home. The crux of Fischer’s argument was that the 
effectiveness of future racial policy measures depended on their scien-
tific grounding—the kind that an internationally renowned Institute like 
his own could deliver. “The various governmental offices need once and 
for all to have researchers and institutions from which they can acquire 
objective scientific underpinning,” Fischer maintained. State commit-
tees would naturally be responsible for all future racial policy laws. But 
“scientific research must always be available to the government to clarify 
certain preliminary questions.” Although this scientific expertise would 
not come cheaply, it was imperative that all “population policy measures 
be grounded in science in such a way that they remain irreproachable 
and can work for the good into the distant future.” Only by proceeding 
in such a manner could the dreams of the “ingenious Führer” be realized, 
Fischer concluded in his report.56 The 220 journal articles and numer-
ous books that were on display at the Kuratorium meeting must have 
impressed upon Gütt the enormous research productivity of the Fischer 
team. The director’s annual “Activities Report” would have demonstrated 
that the racial genetic research undertaken at the Fischer Institute was 
just the kind required by governmental offices in the planning stages of 
crafting racial legislation.57
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What did Fischer learn from his unpleasant denunciation campaign? 
It would appear that it and his experience with Gütt at the first Kurato-
rium meeting after the “national revolution” helped Fischer better under-
stand the true nature of the National Socialist state. They constituted his 
“wake-up call,” so to speak. He realized by then that he was not dealing 
with an ordinary coalition government of the variety that had existed 
throughout the Weimar Republic. The denunciation campaign and his 
talks with Gütt almost certainly helped him recognize the parameters 
within which he would now need to operate if he wished to remain a 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute director with any semblance of influence as well 
as a key spokesman and science manager for human genetics.

Yet despite’s Fischer’s ability to learn from the experience, we should 
not underemphasize the toll that this campaign took on him. By the 
time of the “seizure of power,” Fischer certainly felt himself politically 
astute enough to operate within the new state as he had in the Weimar 
Republic. With the scientific prestige of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society be-
hind him, Fischer had won the battle in the 1920s against those opposed 
to the establishment of the Institute. The advent of the Third Reich, with 

13	 The KWia with the Nazi flag. its director, eugen Fischer, had already made the “Faustian 
bargain” and placed his institute at the service of the National socialist government. photo 
courtesy of the archiv der max-planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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its German Nationalist–Nazi coalition, patriotic ideology, and emphasis 
on racial improvement, should have provided an even more congenial 
political environment for the director to operate. But what Fischer re-
alized through the denunciation campaign and his conversations with 
Gütt was that his national conservative convictions—ironically respected 
throughout the democratic Weimar Republic—were not sufficiently con-
ducive to winning over the new regime to his side. This must have hit the 
renowned racial anthropologist especially hard.

Why did Fischer seal a deal with the Nazi state? At fifty-nine, the 
Dahlem director was no longer a young man in 1933. He had already 
secured his scientific reputation and no longer needed to climb the career 
ladder. Moreover, the Dahlem director certainly realized that he would 
pay a price for selling his Institute to the new Nazi masters—although it 
is doubtful that he recognized just how high the price would eventually 
be at the time. Nonetheless, Fischer did offer his Institute’s services to his 
new political taskmasters, and he might have done so believing that he 
could still secure the upper hand in shaping racial policy if he appeared 
to comply with their needs. After all, he still had an important card in 
his pocket, or so he thought: his international scientific reputation. And 
he was anything but shy about using it as intellectual bait for the new 
regime. As Fischer stated in an address at the University of Berlin, “please 
do not consider me immodest when I say here that, at present, there is 
hardly another man in Germany who is as useful for the state govern-
ment in the field of genetic and racial science . . . , especially with regard 
to judgment abroad, as I.” Moreover, in an almost threatening tone he 
told representatives of the Nazi state that they should think twice about 
muzzling him on the question of race. Fischer more than hinted that this 
would result in negative political fall-out for the state. “I believe I know,” 
he remarked with a healthy measure of political self-confidence, “what 
[the international scientific community] would think if I were no longer 
allowed to speak on the subject [of race] in public.”58 The Dahlem director 
might have still hoped that he and his fellow scientific experts in the field 
of human heredity at the Institute as well as at the various other Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institutes and universities in Germany would ultimately win 
the day and guide Nazi racial policy. After all, they, not the uninformed 
Nazi officials, had the expertise to make important decisions on issues 
concerning racial hygiene and racial cleansing. We know that profession-
als in many fields during the Third Reich accepted some of the unpleas-
ant facets of the Nazi state in the belief that it was better for a “non-Nazi” 
to stay at his post than have a hard-core, card-carrying National Socialist 
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gain control, especially one without the requisite professional experi-
ence. He also might have stayed on to protect and nurture his protégé, 
von Verschuer, still quite politically vulnerable at the time.

But perhaps Fischer was so happy that a government had finally come 
to power that would be better able to fund his Institute and his research 
in racial genetics than the Weimar Republic that he could not foresee any 
potential danger of such an alliance. In early 1933, it might have appeared 
to the Dahlem director that a new day had finally dawned. During the 
late Weimar Republic, Fischer constantly complained about not receiving 
enough money for his Institute. In 1931, for example, he threatened that 
much of the research that was currently undertaken would have to cease 
unless he received additional funds, although in reality no major project 
was ever terminated on financial grounds. In one letter, Fischer angrily 
stated that the Institute’s monetary difficulties placed his “scientific repu-
tation . . . on the line” He tried to secure additional financial resources 
from the RF by painting the fiscal picture of the Dahlem Institute in the 
bleakest terms possible and selling it as a major scientific resource. “I am 
aware,” Fischer told the American philanthropic organization, “that my 
request [for funds] is not a modest one—but I consider the tasks of this 
international and almost unique Institute to be so extremely important, 
and on the other hand the danger of having to close the Institute for lack 
of means to be so great, that I herewith present my petition, trusting it 
will be granted.” Fischer made it perfectly clear that he refused to accept 
the responsibility for a diminished status of his Institute owing to a lack 
of adequate financial resources. He told the Kaiser Wilhelm Society in no 
uncertain terms that he would indeed close the Institute if more money 
“from new sources” was not forthcoming.59

Although we will never know exactly why Fischer chose to sell his 
Institute, two things are certain. First, the parameters within which he 
would now have to work left him sufficient room for professional self-
fashioning. He would accept the realities of doing scientific business un-
der the swastika and effectively exploited the “science card.” Indeed, not 
long after the Kuratorium session, the director composed a memorandum 
outlining the biomedical research at the Dahlem Institute that was alleg-
edly imperative for the new regime along with its price tag.60 As we will 
see, it was typical of the way in which he would obtain much needed fi-
nancial support throughout his career. Second, Fischer’s decision to place 
the Dahlem research center in the service of Gütt and the Nazi state was 
merely the beginning of a mutually beneficial symbiosis that would con-
tinue even after he stepped down as director in 1942.
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“The Means and Size of the Institute Do Not Reflect Its  
Current Importance”

The enormous expansion of the Dahlem Institute in terms of money, 
materials, and personnel in the first years after the Nazi seizure of power 
demonstrates just how adept Fischer was at selling his science, human 
genetics, as a national “resource.” In the pursuit of funding, Fischer left 
no stone unturned. For example, in one proposal sent to the Reich Min-
istry of the Interior, Fischer went so far as to request additional money 
in a manner that did not quite meet with the Kaiser Wilhelm Society 
administration’s approval. He pointed out that the budget of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Brain Research, another biomedical research cen-
ter at the outskirts of Berlin, was higher than his own and rhetorically 

14	 Fischer with then Kaiser Wilhelm society president and world-renowned physicist max planck. 
photo courtesy of the archiv der max-planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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questioned whether this other institute was really more important for 
the national community than his. But one could not argue with results. 
In 1933 the Fischer Institute received 75,711.95 RM (reichsmarks) from 
state sources. Just one year later, however, state contributions amounted 
to 127,235 RM—nearly a 60 percent increase in governmental support. 
The prewar high appears to have been reached in 1937 when the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology received 168,100 RM—a 75 percent 
increase over the state’s 1934 level of financial commitment. In addi-
tion to this generous annual funding, Fischer also deftly negotiated what 
turned out to be a onetime 170,000 RM contribution from the Reich 
Ministry of the Interior for a major addition to his Institute. He did so by 
making reference to Gütt’s own feeling that “the means and size of the 
Institute do not reflect its current importance.”61

There were numerous reasons behind the positive financial develop-
ment of the Dahlem Institute during the Third Reich. To begin, the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Society itself offered the Fischer Institute more money partly 
because of governmental pressure. Fischer also encouraged the Society to 
ask the government for supplemental funds. For example, when Fischer 
showed Gütt around the Institute at the opening of a series of teaching 
seminars for a handpicked group of medical students in 1934, he made it 
clear that the research center’s quarters were much too small to assemble 
“a workplace for twenty new men.” Fischer mentioned this incident in 
a memo written to the Society’s General Secretary Glum, who immedi-
ately communicated Fischer’s request to Gütt after which the director 
received his money.62 In addition, Fischer was still able to obtain outside 
funding for Institute research, just as he did during the Weimar Republic. 
Moreover, as we will see, the Dahlem Institute enriched itself through the 
racial testimonials that it wrote on behalf of individuals needed to prove 
their “Aryan” lineage. And finally, between 1933 and 1935, the money 
available to the Institute could literally not be completely spent. The 
explanation for this rather strange state of affairs was that until Fischer 
gave up his post as Rector of the University of Berlin in 1935, he did next 
to no research and thus refrained from extensively dipping his own hand 
into the Institute’s budget. In addition, other Institute members were 
engaged in their own “service to the Reich” and likewise placed little 
financial strain upon its purse. The money saved during the first few 
years of the Third Reich owing to a lack of time to pursue scientific work 
was set aside and accumulated. It would be put to good use by Institute 
personnel in the second half of the 1930s. As will be evident in the next 
chapter, the contrast to the Munich Institute under Rüdin could not be 
more glaring.63
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Fischer’s ability to secure generous Kaiser Wilhelm Society and gov-
ernmental financial backing from the right quarters also enabled him to 
enlarge the Institute’s scientific personnel. For example, between 1933 
and 1934, the number of “working scholars” present at the Dahlem Insti-
tute swelled from thirty-seven to fifty-six.64 More importantly, additional 
money allowed the Dahlem director to strengthen already existing re-
search foci and to expand the Institute’s research orientation after 1935. 
Following the forced removal of Muckermann in 1933, Lenz, a long-time 
national conservative racial hygienist, Nordic enthusiast, and coauthor 
(with Baur and Fischer) of the Grundriss, was appointed Eugenics De-
partment head.65 Considering Lenz’s earlier and recent open support for 
Hitler, Fischer could be fairly certain he had selected a person who pos-
sessed impeccable scientific credentials for the post and who would also 
pass the political litmus test. Given his position as a member of the Reich 
Ministry of the Interior’s Sachverständigenbeirat für Bevölkerungs- und 
Rassenpolitik (Expert Advisory Council for Population and Racial Policy), 
Lenz was also a significant political resource for Fischer and his Institute. 
Owing to their earlier ambivalent views toward certain facets of Nazi 
racial policy, neither Fischer nor von Verschuer had been asked to serve 
on this important Council. Lenz’s importance for the reputation of the 
Institute notwithstanding, he was a difficult personality who tended to 
pick fights over scientific issues and lacked the tact to know when to keep 
silent. Although he would remain at the Institute until its demise, Lenz 
and Fischer would never develop a warm relationship.66

In 1935, Fischer’s favorite, von Verschuer, was called to head up a new 
“daughter institute” for Erbbiologie und Rassenhygiene (Hereditary Biology 
and Racial Hygiene) in Frankfurt in 1935.67 Although he was still not  
“brown” enough for some bureaucrats to receive a post at the University of 
Berlin—Germany’s signature university—important Nazi officials like Gütt 
and Walter Gross (1904–1945) of the Rassenpolitisches Amt (Racial Policy 
Office) had no problem with an appointment in Frankfurt. From his com-
ments on eugenics made during the Weimar Republic, they could take heart  
that von Verschuer probably found National Socialism far more conge-
nial than democracy: “Racial hygiene can never be effectively put into 
practice under the spiritual flag of untamed Individualism. It demands 
a way and view of life that is ready to sacrifice . . . the individual good 
for that of the commonweal [and accepts] that the Volk is more valu-
able than the individual.”68 In fact, a general sympathy toward the new 
regime was all that was really required for most purposes. His nonparty 
status might indeed be a plus. Von Verschuer’s “objective and essentially 
scientific, apolitical demeanor could have an especially convincing effect 
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on skeptics” of the regime’s racial policies. As such, his “appointment 
could also have a valuable effect from the standpoint of propaganda,” 
Gross maintained.69 Clearly, von Verschuer’s behavior was an intellectual 
resource for Nazi medical bureaucrats like Gütt and Gross, even if his 
commitment to all facets of National Socialist ideology was too ambiva-
lent for him to teach at Germany’s leading institution of higher learning 
or to speak at party rallies.

With von Verschuer’s departure, the Department of Human Heredity 
at the Dahlem Institute was abolished and its research projects were taken 
over by Lenz and Fischer. Von Verschuer continued his twin research in 
Frankfurt with great success.70 He remained a scientific member of the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Society, and stayed in very close contact with Fischer. 
Both felt the loss resulting from the geographical distance that separated 
them. Fischer used the vacancy, however, to create a Department of He-
reditary Psychology, a field of research that had become increasingly cen-
tral to Fischer owing to the importance of an “objective scientific study” 
of the inheritance of mental traits for “any racial population policy”—in 
other words, for Nazi racial policy. The psychologist Kurt Gottschaldt 
(1902–91) was hired to head this new research discipline.71 It was not 
until just prior to the war, however, that further changes and research 
diversification occurred.

By and large, scientists hired by Fischer to advance his research agenda 
in the broad fields of racial science and medical genetics employed similar 
research methodologies: pedigree studies (examining ancestry and family 
trees), twin studies, embryological studies, and animal models—whereby 
the last two methods were considered state-of-the-art techniques to assess 
the role of heredity in human populations at the end of the 1930s and 
early 1940s and played an important role in the field of developmental 
genetics.72 As we have seen, many of these methodologies undertaken at 
the Dahlem Institute were used successfully in other countries.

According to the international standards of the day, much, if certainly 
not all, of the research undertaken at the Fischer Institute must be con-
sidered respectable science—however much we might find this science 
politically and morally distasteful today. Its scientific respectability for 
the time notwithstanding, its research was political in at least three dis-
tinct ways.73 First, the ideological contexts and institutional structures 
of Nazi Germany encouraged the hundreds of racial and medical genet-
ics studies in Dahlem. In some cases, it made the research possible in 
the first place, especially through its racial policy. Fischer certainly could 
not have secured the kind of “racial portraits” he included in his highly 
anti-Semitic coauthored book World Jewry in Antiquity in the absence of 
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Jewish ghettos, in this case the Lodz ghetto in occupied Poland.74 Second, 
although no science is politically neutral, much of the research at the 
Dahlem Institute after 1933 was specifically undertaken or adapted to 
serve the needs of National Socialist racial policy, a point expressed quite 
bluntly by von Verschuer in a letter to C. B. S. Hodson, honorary secre-
tary of the British Bureau of Human Heredity, regarding his own area of 
expertise, medical genetics. “German research,” von Verschuer explained 
to his British colleague, “is especially well represented in this field, as we 

15	 Fischer engaging in genetically based racial research, ca. 1938. photo courtesy of the archiv 
der max-planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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were faced with the urgent necessity of supplying the scientific under-
pinning for practice-oriented racial hygiene legislation.” Indeed, even 
seemingly “harmless” scientific investigations, like those demonstrating 
the inheritance of racial differences of the ear or fingerprints, were pur-
sued to support the racial policies of the state.75 And finally, all Institute 
research that attested to the power of nature over nurture, especially if it 
was high quality, functioned to legitimize the Nazi racial state both na-
tionally and internationally—even if the origins of this research predated 
the Third Reich. When Fischer sold his Institute and its research potential  
as a “resource” to Gütt, and later to other National Socialist Party and 
state officials, he dangerously strengthened the research-propaganda- 
instructional complex that first began to emerge during the final years  
of the Weimar Republic.

“In the Service of the Reich”

In 1935, two years after the fateful Kuratorium meeting that marked the 
beginning of the Faustian bargain, Fischer proudly reported that his In-
stitute had placed itself in the service of the new state, sometimes even 
at expense of its “purely scientific tasks.”76 In this and future activity 
reports to the Society, the Dahlem director outlined what this “service” 
entailed. It was nothing short of an extensive network of state advisory, 
legal, instructional, and propaganda activities in Nazi racial policy that, 
when taken together, consumed much of the Institute members’ time 
and efforts.

Among the Institute scientists’ most important obligations during the 
Third Reich was the preparation of state-sanctioned expert testimonials. 
The Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring (1933), 
which legalized mandatory sterilization for those deemed hereditarily 
“unfit,” created a need for expert testimony that went beyond anything 
existing during the Weimar years. Fischer could claim indirect credit for 
this law since it was based on the 1932 draft of a voluntary sterilization 
edict for which he, Muckermann, and other Institute members were in 
no small measure responsible.77 Although none of the Dahlem scientists 
were as preoccupied with the sterilization question as their Munich col-
league Rüdin, Fischer, Lenz, and von Verschuer provided the expert eu-
genics testimonials that frequently resulted in rendering the individuals 
examined infertile. Approximately four hundred thousand people fell 
under the knife in the borders of the old Reich alone. Between five and 
six thousand women as well as six hundred men died from the operation. 
For all but a small fraction of the individuals sterilized, however, any  
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definitive proof that they suffered from a genetic disease was lacking. 
Many deprived of their right to procreate were sterilized simply because 
they were deemed socially inadequate from the Nazi point of view.

These problems, however, were not appreciated by most human ge-
neticists in the Third Reich, especially those working at the Kaiser Wil-
helm Institutes in Dahlem and Munich. In a 1934 progress report to RF 
Officer Alan Gregg, Fischer stressed that the material support given by 
the American philanthropic organization to the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute 
for Anthropology enabled him and his colleagues to provide the “sci-
entific underpinnings” for the Sterilization Law. He communicated this 
evidence proudly at a German Gynecological Congress.78 Fischer’s pro-
tégé, von Verschuer, had nothing but praise for the new law. Indeed, he 
thought that Germany was courageously following the excellent example 
of the United States. “The good experience made in California [regarding 
mandatory sterilization],” von Verschuer reported, “allows us to hope 
that the Law will also be a blessing in Germany.” Although “liberal or 
egotistically-inclined people had their reservations” about sterilization in 
the past, these concerns “have fortunately been totally eliminated with 
the victory of the National Socialist world view,” he proclaimed. Von 
Verschuer was a leading exponent of the Sterilization Law in Germany; 
he used his influence to spread the gospel to physicians through his text-
book, Erbpathologie (Medical Genetics). Indeed, he outlined new norms of 
professional ethics for would-be doctors: “The medical role of the physi-
cian in today’s völkisch national socialist state is completely different, and 
much broader [than before]. Today we view the Volk as a spiritual and 
biological entity. We owe it to our Führer, Adolf Hitler, that we are once 
again a spiritual, united Volk. . . . The new task of medicine today is: care of 
the national body through the preservation and advancement of healthy 
genes, the elimination of unhealthy genes and through the conservation 
of the specific racial character of our people through hereditary and racial 
care.” Von Verschuer also spread the message in the pages of his journal, 
Der Erbarzt (The Genetic Doctor). Moreover, the devout Protestant com-
municated his views on racial hygiene to religious sympathizers through 
institutions such as the Innere Mission, a Protestant German welfare  
organization.79 That having been said, von Verschuer’s enthusiasm for 
mandatory sterilization was moderate compared to the fanaticism that his  
Munich colleague Rüdin demonstrated for the procedure, as we will see 
in the next chapter.

Most of the time, Dahlem scientists operated within the law when pro-
viding expert testimony—as morally problematic as the law was. In the 
case of the sterilization of the “Rhineland bastards,” however, Fischer and 
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his Institute took part in a project that fell outside of the legal parameters 
of the draconian Nazi Sterilization Law.80 The phrase “Rhineland bas-
tards” refers to the children born of German women and French colonial 
soldiers, mainly indigenous Africans, who were stationed in the German 
Rhineland following Germany’s defeat in World War I. The occupation 
of the Rhineland was seen by many German nationalists as a humilia-
tion, and to have it occupied by African colonial soldiers was an even 
greater slap in the face for those who saw the occupiers as an “inferior 
race.” Needless to say, the sterilization of these “Rhineland bastards” was 
based on their racial composition rather than on hereditary defects, the 
latter being the stipulation for mandatory sterilization under the 1933 
law. It is estimated that 385 such individuals were sterilized with the help 
of testimonials from the Fischer team. Researchers outside of the Dahlem 
Institute, however, also played a role in this stealth undertaking.81

In addition, both von Verschuer and his mentor served on the newly 
established Erbgesundheitsgerichte (Hereditary Health Courts) in Berlin, 
one of 205 such courts established throughout Germany to hear cases 
regarding the Sterilization Law. Fischer even served on one of the Reich’s 
eighteen prestigious Obererbgesundheitsgerichte (Appellate Hereditary 
Health Courts)—the final court of appeal for a person whose reproduc-
tive capacities were threatened.82 Needless to say, service on such courts 
violated a physician’s duty to keep a patient’s medical condition con-
fidential—and both von Verschuer and Fischer were trained in medi-
cine. Here we have a conflict between two commandments: that of the 
state demanding that physicians report individuals who fell under the 
provisions of the sterilization mandate and the doctors’ responsibility 
to uphold medical confidentiality. There is yet another ethical dilemma 
stemming from the execution of the Nazi Sterilization Law. Gütt made 
sure that pertinent information collected on all cases coming before the 
Hereditary Health Courts was archived so that it might serve to further 
human genetics in Germany. Fischer and von Verschuer were two of the 
three biomedical scientists, the third being Rüdin, who were allowed ac-
cess to this valuable research “material.”83

The Sterilization Law and the availability of data on cases appearing 
before the Hereditary Health Courts also had a large impact on the type 
of human heredity studied at the Institute, again demonstrating how the  
symbiotic relationship between human genetics and Nazi racial policy 
could alter the nature of scientific research. Prior to 1933, the Dahlem In-
stitute spent virtually no time investigating those diseases that eventually 
fell under the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring—
for example, neurodegenerative illnesses, mental retardation, psychiatric 
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illnesses, epilepsy, and deafness. After 1933, however, members of the 
Institute were busy at work, determining the genetic component of these 
disorders and communicating their results in scientific publications. As 
Fischer himself expressed it in his Institute’s yearly activities report, the 
need to examine clinical diseases following the Sterilization Law encour-
aged “the Institute [to take] a completely new step.” “A promising new 
task group has been formed” on this topic, he added. Frequently, twin 
studies were used by those in this “task group” as a methodological ve-
hicle to demonstrate the importance of heredity in these illnesses.84 As 
should be obvious, these new investigations served as an intellectual re-
source for Nazi racial policy; such politically relevant genetic science also 
brought professional advantages to those engaged in it.

National Socialist anti-Semitic policies, and more specifically the infa-
mous 1935 Nuremberg Laws, which defined an individual’s race according 
to his or her ancestry, also increased the demand for expert testimony–this 
time in the form of racial testimonials. Normally, parish records or birth 
certificates sufficed to prove a person’s “Aryan” or “non-Aryan” status by 
confirming the race of an individual’s parents and grandparents. How-
ever, in ambiguous or contested cases the Reichsstelle für Sippenforsc-
hung (Reich Office for Genealogical Research) would get involved and 
frequently send the individuals in question to the Fischer Institute for 
an examination.85 Sometimes people wishing to clarify their racial status 
sought out the Institute on their own initiative, but this was not a prac-
tice Fischer wished to encourage. Indeed, Fischer constantly complained 
about the large number of time-consuming expert testimonies his Insti-
tute had to write compared to other institutes. According to an estimate 
by KWIA scientist and SS member Wolfgang Abel (1905–97), a “higher 
scientific expert” at the Reich Office for Genealogical Research, Fischer  
and his colleagues completed about eight hundred such racial testimo-
nies during the Third Reich. Despite the Dahlem Institute’s competitive 
prices for these and other expert testimonials, they provided a hand-
some supplement to the research center’s state-financed operating bud-
get.86 They also occasionally served as raw data for research undertaken 
by Fischer and his team. Not many of the Third Reich’s “biological en-
emies,” however, would have agreed with von Verschuer when he wrote 
in 1941 that “today every person in Germany has the greatest interest in 
an objective identification of his or her blood ancestry.”87 By that time, 
the outcome of such racial or paternity expert testimonies could spell 
death for those deemed by science to be “racially alien.”

Fischer and von Verschuer also served the state by holding talks on the 
“Jewish question.” They did so under the auspices of the “Reich Institute 
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for the History of the New Germany,” which established a special “re-
search division” on the “Jewish question” and had von Verschuer serve 
as an “expert advisor.” As part of the lecture series, von Verschuer held a 
talk in 1937 entitled “What Can the Historian, the Genealogist and the 
Statistician Contribute to the Research on the Biological Aspects of the 
‘Jewish Problem’?” His thesis: the crossing of any “alien race,” be it the 
“Negroes, Mongols . . . or Jews” leads to a change in the “special biologi-
cal composition of the Volk” and to its “unique culture.” One year later, 
Fischer delivered a lecture on the “Racial Biology of the Jews.” Although 
most of his talk concentrated on the so-called racial origins of the Jews 
in antiquity, when his address turned to their “spiritual-mental” char-
acteristics, he fell back on crude anti-Semitic stereotypes. “One observes 
in the early history of the Jews the hate and atrocities that frequently 
spilled into to a blood vendetta.” The Dahlem director attributed these 
unfavorable traits to a racial characteristic of the “oriental-racial livestock 
herders.” At this same meeting, von Verschuer held a talk in which he at-
tempted to dismiss the idea that one can tell a Jew by his nose. Instead, he 

16 Wolfgang abel carrying out racial research on French colonial soldiers after 1940. abel joined 
the ss in 1935 and worked for the ss racial and settlement main Office as well as the reich 
Genealogical Office. he was involved, as was his boss Fischer, in the notorious “General plan 
east”—a Nazi program designed to depopulate parts of the soviet Union in order to make 
room for additional individuals of “German blood.” photo courtesy of the archiv der max-
planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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separated Jews out “scientifically” on the basis of medical genetics. Using 
the latest findings of population genetics, he argued that Jews were more 
susceptible to a number of diseases, including diabetes, flat feet, heredity 
deafness, and Tay-Sachs syndrome.88 Von Verschuer’s talk was reported 
in the party paper Völkischer Beobachter (The People’s Observer). The lesson 
of the human geneticist’s lecture, the paper asserted, was the “necessity 
of the separation between Germans and Jews.”89

The interesting question to ask of Fischer and von Verschuer’s partici-
pation in this lecture series is what they themselves hoped to achieve. 
From the private correspondence between von Verschuer and Fischer, it 
appears that the two geneticists aimed to place the regime’s anti-Semitism 
on a more “rational” scientific footing. “It is important,” von Verschuer 
wrote to his mentor, “that our racial policy—also the Jewish question—
receives an objective scientific foundation that is recognized in wider 
circles.” In a later letter to the director requesting that Fischer give a talk 
in the lecture series, von Verschuer appraised his own speech as success-
ful and something that could lead to a “calmer view of the topic.” This, 
he believed, made his and Fischer’s participation in the lecture series a 
duty. Von Verschuer even went as far as to mention that one of the talks 
he held, while generally well received, did not satisfy the “extreme anti- 
Semites.” Such statements suggest that the two scientists were trying to es-
tablish a racial hygienic viewpoint at odds with the extreme strain of Nazi 
anti-Semitism; this is probably in some sense true. But we must also keep 
in mind that, in addition, their goals were probably self-serving. Indeed, 
they may have also been attempting to protect their reputations abroad 
by appearing “objective” while simultaneously fulfilling their “service to 
the Reich” at home. After all, in the same letter that von Verschuer wrote 
to his mentor stating that he hoped Fischer’s participation would lead to 
“a calmer view of the topic,” he stated boldly that “international Jewry 
knew which side we are on; participation at such a meeting doesn’t make 
a difference.” Clearly, their talks were an important intellectual resource 
for the regime’s anti-Semitic racial policies. The two human geneticists 
were certainly not worse off professionally as a result of their participa-
tion,90 although von Verschuer’s active involvement at these conferences 
would come to haunt him in the immediate postwar years.

Along with providing expert testimony on Nazi racial policy-related 
issues and holding talks on the “Jewish question,” Fischer and other 
Dahlem scientists were saddled with a wide variety of in-house and ex-
ternal teaching duties. Beginning as early as the autumn of 1933, the 
Institute members offered a large number of educational courses in “He-
reditary and Racial Care” for select groups of biomedical personnel staff-
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ing hospitals, administrative offices, hereditary health courts, and other 
institutions with a connection to Nazi racial practices. Given the intensity 
and frequency of these courses, Institute scientists would have needed a 
calendar to remind them of their instructional obligations. According 
to Fischer’s own reports, at least 1,100 medical personnel attended one 
or several of such training courses by mid-1935. Dahlem personnel also 
staffed special half-weekly educational courses for biologists, judges, and 
clergy. Von Verschuer himself remembered that by the time the Steriliza-
tion Law went into effect on January 1, 1934, virtually all public health 
officers had been schooled at the Fischer Institute.91 The in-house courses 
taught by Fischer and his coworkers were usually held there, although it 
would not have been uncommon for a young physician, usually wearing 
party insignia, to receive instruction in human genetics in a building 
almost adjacent to the Dahlem Institute, the Harnack House. Many of 
these educational duties, however, also took place outside the Institute 
for such organizations as the National Socialist Teachers’ Association, the 
National Socialist Doctors’ Association, and the State Medical Academy. 
On June 20, 1934, for example, Fischer held a lecture at a special Nazi 
“community camp”—an obligatory retreat—for junior members of the 
legal profession sponsored by the Ministry of Justice.92

In mid-1934, twenty-one SS physicians were sent to Fischer’s Institute 
to attend what would become a series of year-long courses in “Genetics, 
Racial Science and Racial Hygiene” paid for the Reich Ministry of the 
Interior. The men attended daily lectures and seminars led by the Fischer 
team and were also involved in all “scientific investigations” undertaken 
at the Institute. Allegedly, their presence in Dahlem contributed to a 
“negative atmosphere” at the Institute.93 It is unclear why Fischer would 
agree to provide such time-consuming courses, unless he had been com-
pelled to do so. What is certain, however, is that Fischer was not above 
using this new service obligation as an excuse to demand more money 
for his Institute. There is also no doubt that the “scientific training” that 
these SS men acquired in Dahlem was meant to compliment the “politi-
cal training” that they would receive from the Racial Policy Office of the 
NSDAP, Gross’s organization. Gross expected that their elite education 
(both scientific and political) would render these doctors especially good 
candidates for important positions in the party.94

Several men attending the course later joined the Fischer team as as-
sistants. In some cases, they proved to be a valuable political asset. For 
example, Herbert Grohmann, a graduate of the year-long course, was 
Fischer’s assistant in 1938–39. Beginning in 1939, Grohmann served as 
director of the Division of Hereditary and Racial Care in an important 
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health agency in the occupied Polish city of Lodz. This SS health official 
almost certainly made it easier for Fischer to obtain the Jewish “racial 
portraits” from the city’s ghetto in early 1940, which he used for his 
above-mentioned coauthored book. In one case, an SS medical man who 
received scientific training at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropol-
ogy was later involved (to an unknown extent) in human experiments on 
concentration camp victims; another served as one of numerous medical 
experts who determined whether particular mentally handicapped asy-
lum patients would be killed in Nazi Germany’s “euthanasia” project.95 
This nefarious Dahlem-SS liaison notwithstanding, Fischer never made 
the fatal mistake of forging a direct alliance with this dreaded Nazi insti-
tution, as his rival Rüdin did to his disadvantage.

Perhaps the Dahlem scientists’ most valuable service to the Third Reich 
was to confer legitimacy to the entirety of the Nazi racial project—to pub-
licly bestow their professional blessing on the ideal of “the racial state.”96 
At home, the Fischer team lent an air of respectability to the regime’s 
dystopian biomedical vision in several ways. In addition to deliver-
ing papers at normal scientific meetings, offering talks at overtly Nazi- 
organized conferences or holding official speeches at various German 
universities, members of the Institute frequently gave public lectures in 
their role as members of the world-renowned Kaiser Wilhelm Society, 
both in the Harnack House and in large lecture venues in other cities 
with ties to the Society.97 In the case of these Society-sponsored lectures, 
Dahlem scientists not only bestowed respectability on National Socialist 
racial policies by popularizing their research to an elite audience; they 
also simultaneously helped legitimize the Society as an organization for 
those skeptical Nazi officials who were still not inclined to recognize the 
value of science and scientific institutions for the “national revolution.”

But the most important battle for the credibility of National Social-
ist racial policy would be fought in the international arena, and one of 
the key ways Fischer and the Dahlem researchers ensured its favorable 
outcome was by hosting and participating in international conferences. 
International professional conferences, at least in racial-policy-related 
biomedical fields, were viewed as political and treated as such by the 
Nazi state. Only politically reliable scientists were allowed to attend such 
highly coveted conferences. In addition to the role that Institute scien-
tists played at such meetings, they also bestowed international legitimacy 
on the National Socialist state by representing Germany at official foreign 
functions and by serving as the regime’s scientific and cultural ambassa-
dors. Kaiser Wilhelm Society–sponsored national lectures as well as nu-
merous professional talks and conferences in the international arena are 
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such a critical dimension of this symbiotic relationship that they will be 
discussed in greater detail in chapter 4.

Nonetheless, such conferences and talks were only one of many ways, 
in addition to teaching and service functions, in which the Dahlem In-
stitute placed itself directly in the service of the Reich. And given how 
beneficial this service proved to be for the Institute, affording Fischer the 
opportunity to ask for and receive more governmental funding and rec-
ognition, we must contemplate the ethical dilemma that the Institute’s 
scientists may have faced. On the one hand, these individuals were doing 
simply what they had been doing under the Weimar Republic: cooper-
ating with the ruling government to sustain the Institute’s prestige (as 
well as their own) and to increase its budget. After all, these biomedi-
cal professionals in Germany were long-standing members of the civil 
service and as such they had a special duty to serve the government. 
Loyalty to the state was something that most German civil servants took 
extremely seriously, even in the Third Reich. But on the other hand, 
does any individual, including a scientist, have an obligation to serve an 
immoral regime? And did Fischer and his colleagues view the activities 
of the Third Reich, particularly in the racial policy arena, as unethical? 
Whatever these individuals may have thought at the time, one cannot 
argue that the ultimate result of their willingness to serve the Reich was 
one that garnered the moral opprobrium of posterity.

Paradigms and Politics

The outbreak of Nazi Germany’s “racial war” in September 1939 wit-
nessed numerous changes in state and society. As one might expect, it did 
not leave the Kaiser Wilhelm Society or the Dahlem Institute unaffected. 
It was during this time that Fischer laid the groundwork for a new scien-
tific paradigm at his Institute—one that would have far-reaching ethical 
consequences for the Devil’s second director in Dahlem, especially after 
1942.

Fischer’s decision to alter the Institute’s research focus was in line 
with an international recognition of the limitations of classical Men-
delian genetics. The idea that traits were inherited as single units— 
either as recessive or dominant characteristics—made way for what was 
known as “higher Mendelism,” which presupposed that the transmis-
sion of traits was far more complicated than earlier imagined. Genes 
could not be viewed in isolation. They must be understood in their rela-
tionship to other genes—indeed in the context of the organism’s entire  
genome—as well as to environmental influences. By the end of the 1930s 
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the international community of human geneticists, including German 
researchers in this field, accepted “higher Mendelism.” In particular, von 
Verschuer’s Frankfurt Institute for Hereditary Biology and Racial Hygiene 
was at the vanguard of this new perspective in human genetics. One of 
von Verschuer’s coworkers, Bruno Rath, offered the first undisputed ex-
ample of crossing-over in humans.98 Von Verschuer himself laid bare the 
constellation of new questions facing human geneticists in 1939 at a talk 
he held in Breslau: “What influence does a gene have for development? 
At what time and at what place does it manifest itself? What changes 
in the tempo or in the stages of developmental processes does it affect? 
Is it possible to prevent deleterious [developmental] processes? How do 
individual genes work together? Do specific [genetic] traits demonstrate 
external differences according to race or constitution?”99 “Human beings 
are thoroughly researched objects of the human sciences,” von Verschuer 
told his audience. Yet much work still needed to be done.

Fischer incorporated the newest developments in human heredity at 
Dahlem by embarking on a new scientific paradigm: Phänogenetik or de-
velopmental genetics. The task of developmental genetics was to separate 
out genetic from nongenetic factors in the development of the organism 
and to analyze the impact of genes and environment (in Fischer’s broader 
understanding of the term) in their relationship during embryological 
growth.100 Impressed by the potential for his own research interests in 
this new field, the director had apparently decided to pursue this new  
approach as early as 1938—although by 1935 he already recognized that 
the study of gene expression in hereditary diseases was the “next great 
task of twin studies.”101 In 1938 Fischer dedicated an entire section of the 
meeting of the German Society for Genetics to the topic of “Developmen-
tal Genetics in Humans.”102

In a confidential letter written to von Verschuer in 1940, Fischer first 
proposed the introduction of developmental genetics to the study of 
both “normal” and pathological traits as a new scientific frontier for his 
Institute. It would first be necessary, however, to set up a new division 
in Dahlem with a researcher already skilled in the new paradigm. Fischer 
mentioned his intention to hire the animal geneticist Hans Nachtsheim 
for the post. Using his experimental work on epileptic rabbits, Nacht-
sheim, Fischer argued, would help the Institute move beyond the now 
outdated genetics of fruit flies (Drosophila) to better understand how he-
reditary pathological traits became expressed in mammals, especially at 
the embryonic stage of development. Ties to clinical research on hu-
mans would continuously be made, Fischer assured von Verschuer. This 
new experimental approach using animal models and embryos would 
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also continue earlier investigations done at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute 
for Anthropology into the inheritance of normal (i.e., racial) traits. His 
institutional reorganization was a “bold plan,” as Fischer himself con-
fessed.103 The director’s decision to create a Department of Experimental 
Hereditary Pathology with Nachtsheim at the helm would turn out to be 
supremely important.

For Fischer, the new institutional paradigm had numerous advantages, 
perhaps the most important of which was that it accommodated studies 
on an aspect of human heredity compatible with the plant and animal 
genetics research undertaken at the nearby Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for 
Biology and was also amenable to experimental work.104 But there were 
also practical considerations for a more complete understanding of race 
and hereditary illnesses. As the director later pointed out in a January 
1941 Institute Kuratorium meeting, they did not yet know when a “Negro 
embryo begins to differentiate from a European embryo.” Moreover, hu-
man embryological material with verifiably diseased genes was very dif-
ficult to come by.105 It would be extremely useful to employ Nachtsheim’s 
artificially induced diseased rabbits as an appropriate animal model to 
understand human genetic disorders. Fischer’s decision to offer biologist 
Karin Magnussen (1908–97)—a specialist in the field of the genetics of 
eye pigmentation and iris structure—a stipend to work at the Dahlem 
Institute in the context of this new research program would have far- 
reaching ethical consequences for his Institute in subsequent years.106

As it turns out, the Dahlem director had, by this time, acquired his new 
party patron, Conti. The SS-Brigade Leader was not only a medical man; 
he was appointed Reich Health Leader, the most important medical post 
in the regime. Never enjoying a close personal relationship with Gütt, 
Fischer was probably not all too unhappy when his star began to fade and 
Conti became the most important spokesman on medical issues.

Recognizing the usefulness of having Conti as a patron, the Dahlem 
director worked behind the scenes to ensure that he would serve on the 
Institute’s Kuratorium. In fact, Conti was named Kuratorium chairman by 
the Society in October 1940. In November 1940, Fischer and Conti had 
a personal meeting. In all likelihood, the Dahlem director used the op-
portunity to acquaint Conti with his plans for the Institute. At the Janu-
ary 1941 Kuratorium meeting, Conti used his new position to help secure 
the financial resources needed by Fischer at a time when the Society was 
cutting financial resources elsewhere.107 The Dahlem Institute—the “first 
and most important” research center in the field of heredity and racial 
care—“must serve as a model and inspiration for other institutes,” Conti 
told the other Kuratorium members.108 This would require additional 
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funding. The motives for the Reich Health Leader’s actions, however, 
still need clarification. The SS-Brigade Leader apparently had “a plan for 
a new order of the entire health system complex.”109

As Germany’s most important health czar, Conti could not have been 
indifferent to the ever-rising number of cases of tuberculosis in the pop-
ulation. Indeed, this disease was the Reich’s greatest health epidemic. 
Lowering the number of cases of TB played a role in his interest in aiding 
Fischer’s institutional plans. Karl Diehl, von Verschuer’s long-term re-
search partner, was now formally a member of the Institute. His work on 
tubercular rabbits appeared promising as a partial solution to this serious 
national health problem. We know that Conti was impressed with Diehl’s 
research from a letter written by von Verschuer to his Dahlem associate. 
He told Diehl not to fret about money for his work; he would get as much 
as he wanted. “Seeing as your work was recognized and declared essential 
by important individuals, especially . . . the Reich Health Leader [Conti] 
at the Kuratorium meeting of the Dahlem Institute,” von Verschuer reas-
sured Diehl, “you do not need to worry about the future.”110

But there might have been an additional motive for Conti’s help. At 
this time he was also involved with the Nazi regime’s ethnic German-
ization policy in the occupied East. Fischer might well have convinced 
Conti of the possibilities of employing developmental genetics to “im-
prove” and “modernize” the construction of racial testimonials useful for 
the regime’s racial “sorting out policy.” Developmental genetics could 
thus help determine who could be “Germanized” in the East and be ac-
cepted as a “national comrade” and who would live out his or her life as 
a helot for the master race. In other words, there were likely important 
racial and health policy implications for this new paradigm, and it was 
probably not funded simply in the interest of some “abstract” or “neu-
tral” biomedical science.111

The Faustian Bargain in Berlin: Act II

“A Leap Back as Head of the Institute”

By the start of 1942, the nearly sixty-eight-year-old Fischer could look 
back on a long and successful career. He was not only the recipient of 
numerous scientific honors—one of the most important of which was 
his election to the Prussian Academy of Science in 1937—but was also 
esteemed in elite intellectual circles in Berlin and enjoyed the good for-
tune of being loved and respected by his students and coworkers. Fischer 
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weathered the turbulent first two years of the Third Reich to become what 
his ideological critics and jealous colleagues had tried to prevent: the un-
disputed academic spokesman for racial science under the swastika. How-
ever, once it became clear to Fischer and officials in the Reich Ministry of 
the Interior that arrangements between the Dahlem Institute and the Nazi 
state were mutually beneficial, tensions began to die down. Although the 
“non-Nazi” director officially became a party member in January 1940, 
his membership seems to have altered little. More important to the party 
than Fischer’s own affiliation was probably the favorable growth in the 
number of National Socialists among his junior Institute colleagues. Von 
Verschuer’s Frankfurt Institute, it should be noted, was even more of a 
haven for SS and other party members interested in human genetics and 
its political implications than the Dahlem Institute under Fischer. Von 
Verschuer’s own acquisition of party membership in July 1940, however, 
appears to have had greater personal consequences than that of his men-
tor. It was probably a necessary step to alleviate any potential obstacles to 
his appointment as Fischer’s successor, although von Verschuer argued 
in the postwar period that his party membership came to him automati-
cally. Given that von Verschuer and Fischer always discussed matters of 
scientific and political importance—Fischer congratulated his colleague 
on his official party status in a letter—it is unlikely that von Verschuer 
was merely a passive recipient of his party membership.112

Von Verschuer’s appointment as future head of the Institute was a 
long time in the making. In a letter soon after von Verschuer’s call to 
Frankfurt in late summer 1934, Fischer promised that this “great leap” 
from Dahlem to Frankfurt would be followed “in only seven or eight 
years” by a leap “back as head of the Institute.” Indeed, the institutional 
groundwork had been prepared for the von Verschuer transition well 
before the time Fischer finally stepped down on September 30, 1942.113 
Despite Fischer’s influence, had von Verschuer’s scientific reputation not 
been exceedingly high,114 it is unlikely that he would have received the 
post. During his years as director of the Frankfurt Institute for Heredi-
tary Biology and Racial Hygiene, he became known as one of the world’s 
experts on twin research as a methodological tool in the relatively new 
subspecialty that is known today as medical genetics—a fact attested to 
by his invitation to lecture on the subject at the Royal Society of London 
just prior to the war.115 From his private correspondence with Fischer, 
one gets the sense that the fifteen years of intellectual and professional 
grooming by his mentor were well worth the effort; by 1942 he was ready 
to make this long-planned, negotiated “leap.” Although von Verschuer 
had serious misgivings about handing over the directorship of his own 
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Frankfurt Institute to Heinrich Wilhelm Kranz (1897–1945)—a fanatical 
National Socialist whose good party connections, rather than scientific 
abilities, launched his career—he was far too ambitious to pass up an 
opportunity to follow in his mentor’s footsteps. As Fischer attempted to 
reassure him in a letter, Dahlem, not Frankfurt, would be the place where 
von Verschuer would establish his scientific legacy.116

Biomedical Research Transcending All Ethical Boundaries

There is no question that von Verschuer left a scientific legacy in 
Dahlem—a most uncomfortable one—and one with which the world 
is still grappling today. Although there was certainly plenty of morally 
problematic research and “service to the state” undertaken under Fischer’s  
watch—more than enough to condemn the Institute in the eyes of future 
generations even had it closed its doors in 1942—scholars have naturally 
tended to focus on the unethical research and heinous medical crimes 
that occurred during the von Verschuer years. There were, sadly, numer-
ous cases of research involving the exploitation of victims of concentra-
tion and extermination camps as well as “euthanasia” hospitals during 
the Third Reich; three, however, definitively involved official members 
of the Dahlem Institute.

The first such research project was initiated by von Verschuer himself in 
1943. It was done in association with his former assistant from Frankfurt  
and “guest researcher” in Dahlem, the notorious “Angel of Death” at 
Auschwitz, Josef Mengele.117 The project was designed to investigate “spe-
cific serum proteins.” As his obsession with his dissertation topic demon-
strated, von Verschuer had a keen interest in biochemical problems. The 
aim of this particular joint research project with Mengele appears to have 
been to serve as part of a plan to come up with a new test to classify the 
race of individuals based on the biochemistry of blood serum. This new 
test would augment or replace more laborious forms or racial diagnoses 
then used in expert racial and paternity testimonies.

Interestingly, this was not the first time that at least a former member 
of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology was implicated in the 
construction of such a test. Lothar Loeffler, former assistant at the Dahlem 
Institute during the early years of Fischer’s directorship, was involved, dur-
ing the war years, with an Austrian-born physician, Karl Horneck, in try-
ing to come up with a serological racial diagnosis. At any rate, by the time 
von Verschuer applied for money at the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaftungs (German Research Council), the funding agency that replaced  
the Emergency Association of German Science, for work on his “specific 
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protein” project with Mengele, there was clearly a race over who would 
come up with the first viable serological racial diagnostic text. There can 
be no doubt that von Verschuer knew of the scientific developments 
undertaken in this direction. Long desiring such a test and recognizing 
the institutional competition for a discovery with such political import, 
von Verschuer had little qualms in undertaking research on this subject 
with his former doctoral student.118 The two men would have scientific 
advantages using the enormous number of “racially diverse” inmates at 
Auschwitz that no other potential competitor could even dream of. The 
blood serum taken from over two hundred “racially diverse individuals” 
by Mengele was sent back to Dahlem for analysis by protein serum expert 

17	 The young Josef mengele (right) with other medical students at von verschuer’s Frankfurt 
institute for hereditary Biology and racial hygiene, ca. 1938. By this point, mengele already 
possessed a doctorate in anthropology. he was working under von verschuer to earn a  
second doctoral degree in medicine, which he completed in march 1939. photo courtesy of 
the archiv der max-planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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Günther Hillmann of the nearby Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Biochemis-
try. This institute was headed by the future Nobel Prize winner and Max 
Planck Society president, the biochemist Adolf Butenandt.119

Another project grossly transcending the ethical boundaries of normal 
science during the second Dahlem Devil’s directorship was one involving  
investigations into the genetics of eye pigmentation and iris structure 
initiated by the fanatical Nazi, Magnussen. A party member since 1931, 
Magnussen worked in direct collaboration with Mengele while the latter 
was at Auschwitz. Their purpose was to demonstrate the racially deter-
mined hereditary differences in iris structure—information that would 
also serve as the basis of a new “iris table.” This new table would replace 
the outdated “eye color charts,” which helped to classify an individual’s 
race by identifying his or her eye color. Mengele sent at least four pairs 
of eyes taken from one Sinti family (an ethnic group that, along with 
the Roma, is commonly lumped together as “Gypsies”) in Auschwitz to 
Dahlem. It is certain that Magnussen had previously examined some 
members of this family before they were deported. Mengele himself killed 
four pairs of twins from this family so that the eyes could be delivered to 
his female colleague at Dahlem for her research. It is also almost certain 
that Magnussen, given both her party membership and her good contacts 
in high places, knew the nature of Auschwitz—her postwar denial of this 
fact notwithstanding.

Magnussen’s request to Mengele to have heterochromatic eyes from a 
Sinti family sent to her in the event some of them died would then im-
plicate her—albeit indirectly—in their death. Mengele mentioned to her 
that he knew a Sinti family at Auschwitz “thoroughly infected with tu-
berculosis.” Under the general conditions of Auschwitz—of which Mag-
nussen was in all likelihood aware, if perhaps not in every detail—this 
communication can be viewed as Mengele’s “discrete offer to aid in these 
individuals’ death” for his female colleague’s (and his own) scientific 
benefit.120 While at Auschwitz, Mengele also conducted experiments de-
signed to change eye color using the stress hormone adrenaline. These 
investigations were likely undertaken to test the effects of hormonal 
changes on eye pigmentation.121

And finally, a third example of highly immoral research by members of 
the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology under the second director 
involves Nachtsheim. He, along with Gerhard Ruhenstroth-Bauer (1913–
2004), a colleague from the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Biochemistry, 
initiated experiments designed to perfect a way to differentiate between 
individuals with hereditary and nonhereditary forms of epilepsy—knowl-
edge that would be useful in the context of the Nazi Sterilization Law. The 
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two scientists tested six epileptic children from a “euthanasia” hospital 
in Brandenburg-Görden at low air pressure in Air Force chambers to see 
if they would experience seizures. Earlier experimental studies on rabbits 
suggested that those with hereditary epilepsy would have them sooner 
than those suffering from the nongenetic form of the disease. Now this 
hypothesis could be tested on humans. Although the children left the 
experiment unharmed, it was performed without consent. Only one of 
these children in Brandenburg-Görden is known to have definitively sur-
vived the war.122 It should also be mentioned that Lenz was involved in 
drafting a “euthanasia law” for the Nazi government. Fearing popular 
resistance to such a measure during wartime, Hitler, however, did not 
wish to make this project legal. As such, Lenz’s efforts to eliminate the 
“night and fog” nature of this operation (not the operation itself), came 
to naught. Historically, he has thus been spared from being as actively 
implicated in medical crimes as his other three colleagues at Dahlem. 
We also know of two additional Dahlem researchers who worked at Aus-
chwitz, Siegfried Liebau and Erwin von Helmersen. Their precise scien-
tific pursuits while engaged at this most notorious death and slave labor 
camp, however, have not yet been sufficiently clarified.123

Dahlem Research and Germany’s Racial War

The egregious examples of unbridled scientific research undertaken dur-
ing von Verschuer’s directorship still beg the question: why did human 
heredity at Dahlem take the criminal path it did? To address this query we 
must place the Institute’s scientific investigations in the context of Nazi 
Germany’s racial war. Indeed, at no other time did this Faustian bargain 
so transform the research practice of human genetics at the Dahlem In-
stitute than during the particularly brutal and brutalizing war unleashed 
and perpetrated mercilessly by the National Socialist state.

This transformation could not have been achieved had Fischer not 
decided to institute the new paradigm of Phänogenetik by hiring Nacht-
sheim in 1941, already two years after the outbreak of World War II. 
As we mentioned earlier, Nachtsheim’s developmental genetic approach 
used in mammals (in his case, rabbits) provided far greater insight into 
gene expression in humans than previous investigations in fruit fly ge-
netics. In addition to experimenting using animal models, Phänogene-
tik, at least as envisioned at the KWIA, necessitated the establishment 
of “biobanks”124 of “human material,” ostensibly to compare with the 
pathological animal organisms bred at the Institute. In discussing his 
plans for a future Embryology Division with a scientific colleague a few 
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months before taking over the directorship from Fischer, von Verschuer 
expressed his views concerning a suitable researcher to head it. Von Ver-
schuer did not wish to hire a zoologist for the position, as “he wanted 
to build a bridge to humans” and use “human material” in his research. 
As such, only a human embryologist would do. Several months later, as 
Dahlem director, he wrote a revealing letter on the same subject. In order 
to acquire the necessary “human material” for his institute’s investiga-
tions, von Verschuer told a Cologne colleague, he would “set an orga-
nization in motion . . . whereby, in all of Germany, embryos would be 
collected in gynecological clinics from hereditarily diseased women who 
[were forced to abort] and be given to us.” He considered the new com-
parative genetic approach made possible by acquiring human embryos 
in this fashion to be “so great and promising that it would be worth the 
investment of a researcher’s life work.”125 Von Verschuer’s plan to estab-
lish a human embryo bank in Dahlem would have only been possible 
in conjunction with one of the organizations involved in the children’s 
“euthanasia” project that began with Germany’s unleashing of WWII.126 
Although the contingencies of war did not permit von Verschuer to es-
tablish a new Embryological Division, other forms of “human material,” 
as we have seen, found their way to Dahlem.

To accompany the sophisticated theoretical laboratory work in the 
field of Phänogenetik of researchers like Nachtsheim, von Verschuer and 
his colleagues performed clinical studies done on humans. This neces-
sitated more human research subjects than ever needed before at the 
Institute. But as the years of fighting in Europe progressed, and as more 
citizens became involved in the war effort, the Institute would be met 
with a shortage of available subjects to undergo such studies. Lenz be-
moaned the situation in a report written in 1944: “Especially since the 
summer of 1943, research has been greatly hampered owing to the war. 
It is very difficult, in part impossible, to acquire enough observational 
material for certain scientific and practical questions. Genealogies and 
twin studies are hardly possible as a result of the evacuation of women 
and children. Questionnaires can also no longer be undertaken.”127 The 
director himself lamented the same point that year. “The continuing 
twin and genealogical research,” von Verschuer complained, “is very  
reduced.”128 What would solve this problem, and eventually alter the 
practice of biomedical science during the later war years such that medi-
cal crimes became a distinct possibility was the sudden availability of a 
great reservoir of “racially diverse” potential human subjects for research 
purposes. These were people who, owing to uniquely National Social-
ist racial policies, were incarcerated in concentration and extermination 
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camps, as well as “euthanasia” hospitals, and stripped of all rights. Such 
individuals—either dead or alive, either as a source of “genetically inter-
esting” organs or as guinea pigs for direct experimental purposes—could 
serve to replace the war-related shortages in the supply of research sub-
jects available through “normal” channels.

Specifically in the case of twin studies, research under ethically normal 
conditions was always a time-consuming and expensive project. It was 
frequently difficult to get parents to agree to have their children serve as 
subjects, even prior to the war. Moreover, there were some research prob-
lems that could only be solved by dissecting internal organs. This would 
require having access to twins who died at the same time, a very infre-
quent occurrence. Although biomedical research institutes could count 
on a large number of corpses delivered from the Gestapo and SS—again 
the product of the interface of human heredity and National Socialist 
politics—twins were rarely among them.

Given that Auschwitz was one of the few places in Europe capable of 
providing valuable organs or blood serum from “racially diverse” twins 
in the large quantities necessary for developing new racial diagnoses, it is 
hardly surprising that there was an interest in exploiting this notorious 
death and slave labor camp for Nazi racial policy aims.129 By so doing, 
Dahlem Institute scientists could provide the necessary human clinical 
supplement to the ongoing experimental work in the developmental ge-
netics of normal and pathological traits in animals—work that itself was 
originally undertaken to serve Nazi Germany’s racial policy. Again, this 
ethically precarious step to employ the bodies or body parts of victims 
without rights was viewed as necessary for the new paradigm of Phäno-
genetik to serve Nazi racial policy. To do so required a combination of 
experimental research on animals and humans. And after all, even prior 
to the war, von Verschuer noted that German human geneticists were in 
fact under pressure to advance biomedical science relevant to National 
Socialist biological goals.130 There was certainly not less pressure placed 
on the Dahlem scientists during the war. That having been said, there is 
no reason to assume that von Verschuer and his colleagues were opposed 
to undertaking such tasks at any time during the Third Reich. Indeed, 
the opposite is far more likely the case. Regarding his own research with 
Mengele—work designed to come up with a more modern racial diagno-
sis—von Verschuer could report in 1944 that the “gathering of material 
has already begun.”131

As mentioned earlier, we know that at least three Institute scien-
tists—von Verschuer, Magnussen, and Nachtsheim—benefited from the 
opportunity provided by National Socialist politics. In the case of von 
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Verschuer and Magnussen, their ability to exploit this new “research ma-
terial” was made possible by their personal and professional connections 
to SS physician and “guest researcher” Mengele, who was in a position 
to grant them access to these subjects who were stripped of all rights. It 
is not known exactly how Nachtsheim gained access to his “subjects.” 
What is clear, however, is that without the help of a biomedical-military 
network established during the war, it is unlikely that Nachtsheim could 
have carried out his experiments.132 Although one will never be able to 
fully fathom why these scientists were willing to take advantage of this 
opportunity, their actions were certainly partially motivated by research 
fanaticism. This is the most frequently offered reason given by scholars 
for the immoral activities of these individuals, if one is given at all. It is 
understandable why people are fixated on this one explanation. After all, 
Mengele himself bluntly remarked that it would be a “sin,” a “crime,” 
not to use the “chance” that Auschwitz made possible for biomedical 
research.133 We will also recall how fanatical von Verschuer was while 
undertaking research for his dissertation.

We should ask whether unbridled research enthusiasm is the only 
explanation for the German biomedical scientists’ descent to the moral 
depths indicated above. If this is the case, we need to address the query of 
whether von Verschuer and his colleagues would have subjected healthy, 
politically upstanding “Aryan” Germans to deadly human experiments. 
We have no evidence that they ever did so. It is one thing for von Ver-
schuer to have used “Aryan” twins for his research into determining the 
role of heredity in disease in the early 1930s: it is another to employ 
the blood serum of Auschwitz victims for Phänogenetik investigations de-
signed to win the race to construct a viable serological racial diagnosis 
needed for Nazi racial policy. This would be exceptional even if von Ver-
schuer really did not know the true (or full) meaning of Auschwitz, as 
reported in the postwar period.134 Turning to the lowest ebb of the moral 
spectrum, it seems difficult to imagine that any human geneticist—even 
one in Nazi Germany—might have been implicated, albeit indirectly, 
in deliberately killing healthy “Aryan” Germans in order to utilize their 
eyes for research purposes, as Magnussen in her use of “racially inferior” 
Sinti victims appears to have done. One wonders whether even Mengele 
would have killed those he considered his genetic and racial equals, had 
he possessed such power, merely to advance his science. The critical ques-
tion regarding the constellation of motivations behind these and other 
German biomedical scientists’ actions will be more fully addressed in the 
conclusion.
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In a 1943 article entitled “Heredity as Destiny, Tasks of Human Heredi-
tary Research,” the recently retired Dahlem director Fischer expressed his 
pleasure at the seemingly unencumbered unity of scientific theory and 
political practice under the swastika. “It is a rare and special good fortune 
for a theoretical science to flourish,” Fischer maintained, “at a time when 
the prevailing ideology welcomes it, and its findings can immediately 
serve the policy of the state.” This statement has been quoted by scholars 
as one of the best expressions of the Faustian bargain forged between 
Dahlem scientists and the National Socialist state. What has not been 
noted, however, is that it was published in the same newspaper, albeit “co-
ordinated,” where former Kaiser Wilhelm Society President von Harnack  
was quoted as having attempted to assure skeptics that “true racial sci-
ence will bring segments of a nation closer together, not divide them [in 
a hostile manner]” some fifteen years earlier.135

Looking back at his statement today, we have every reason to believe 
that von Harnack was sincere in his sentiments. Although trained in the-
ology, he, like many of his generation, trusted in the liberating power of 
science. He probably could not have imagined that a research program 
based on racial genetics initiated by a respected scholar such as Fischer 
could become far more reprehensible than even skeptics and opponents 
during the Weimar Republic initially believed. History has certainly not 
borne out the first Kaiser Wilhelm Society president’s hopes articulated in 
that newspaper in 1927. Racial science and the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute 
most directly associated with it not only became part of a state-sponsored 
“sorting out policy” that separated out “desirable” from “nondesirable” 
members of the German nation; they also prepared the way for the lat-
ter’s “social death,” and, in many cases, physical annihilation.

In examining the relationship between the science of human genetics 
and politics at the KWIA, we cannot help but note the mutually beneficial 
symbiosis between the Institute and the Nazi regime. As we have seen, 
human heredity was viewed as a scientific resource for the Nazi state. 
The regime was quick to provide financial inducements for its advance-
ment in the hope that biomedical research would serve the interests of 
racial policy goals. The more funding Fischer, and later, von Verschuer, 
were given, the greater the expectations of its patrons, National Socialist 
Party and state officials. Wishing to lose neither prestige nor funding, 
and applauding most, if not all, of the goals of the Nazi regime, Fischer, 
von Verschuer, and their colleagues produced more and more scientific 
studies relevant to racial policies. They did this in an attempt to advance 
their own research agendas as well as “deliver the goods” to the regime.  
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National Socialist politics served as a resource for them in the prewar years, 
enabling them to acquire their research material more easily, thereby 
making it easier to serve their own professional interests as well as those 
of the state. More money flowing into the Dahlem Institute also meant 
that more “racial experts” could be trained for the Nazi bureaucracies that 
oversaw the implementation of racial policies. Hence, the regime could 
push forward with its racial project more quickly and efficiently.

This interplay between human heredity and politics initiated by 
Fischer’s bargain with National Socialist officials resulted, during the war 
years, in a radicalization of the racial politics of both the first and second 
directors of the Dahlem Institute. One only has to compare the state-
ments of Fischer on Jews during the first months of the Third Reich and 
his pronouncements and actions on this subject during the later years of 
the war. Whereas he was viewed as being soft on the “Jewish question” 
in 1933, by 1944 few Nazi diehards would have had reason to complain. 
In that year he wrote to Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi Party ideologue on 
racial matters, “that it was high time [that action on the part of scien-
tists was taken against the Jews] since the Jews have been leading not 
only a political, but also a spiritual, campaign against us for decades.”136 
Fischer’s protégé was equally radical in his anti-Semitism during the war. 
As we have demonstrated, this radicalization process led von Verschuer 
and other members of the Institute to embrace concentration and exter-
mination camps as well as “euthanasia” hospitals as legitimate sources of 
“scientific material” to advance their research and career agendas, as well 
as Nazi racial policies.

Indeed, the case of the Dahlem Institute shows us how complicated 
the relationship between human heredity and National Socialism really 
was. With each step that the Institute’s directors, Fischer and von Ver-
schuer, took in securing governmental funding and prestige, they be-
came, wittingly or unwittingly, more complicit in the regime’s inhumane 
and, ultimately, genocidal policies. And as the next chapter will show, 
the Dahlem Institute was not, in essence, an exceptional case. Rüdin’s 
German Research Institute for Psychiatry also made a Faustian bargain 
with National Socialism; indeed, it made not one, but two, “pacts” with 
the devil, so to say. In so doing, Rüdin’s Institute also engaged in morally 
compromised research.
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T H R E E

The Munich Pact

On March 20, 1933, Therese Rüdin wrote a letter to her close 
friend Anita Ploetz. After discussing the usual matters one 
normally finds in personal correspondence among women 
well acquainted with each other, the letter turned to po-
litical issues. “As you can well imagine,” Therese informed 
Anita, “Erni [Ernst] and I are elated about the national gov-
ernment! It is a wonderful feeling to see the old [Imperial] 
flag again. . . . The swastika is waving proudly at the Re-
search Institute; it was mandated by the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Society.” “To tell you the truth,” she added, “it was high 
time that order was created.” Those thoroughly disgusting 
films and plays are now prohibited; “the hospitals in Berlin 
that were completely staffed by Jewish physicians have been 
cleaned up. . . . I believe that there was a tremendous fear of 
Bolshevism among the people. . . . We fervently hope that 
the new government will be convinced that racial hygiene 
is imperative and sound,” Therese reported. At the end of 
her letter, Therese’s husband took the opportunity to write 
a few lines. Continuing the theme of what, if any, impact 
the regime might have on the practical effects of eugenics in 
Germany, Rüdin remarked that although it would take time 
for significant financial resources to be released for racial 
hygiene research, one could hardly overlook “the entirely 
new spirit that is already evident.”1

This joint letter is remarkably revealing. It positions 
Rüdin squarely in the conservative nationalist camp—the 
political group that welcomed an authoritarian Nationalist- 
Nazi coalition government as a means to destroy the cul-
turally progressive Weimar Republic, curtail the alleged  
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excessive influence of Jews in German life, and eliminate the political 
left. In this respect Rüdin’s political outlook was similar to Fischer’s. Un-
like his Berlin colleague and scientific competitor, it was not politically 
necessary for the Munich director to hide his right-wing sympathies prior 
to 1933. During the Weimar years, Munich, unlike Berlin, was a center for 
nationalists and völkisch-oriented individuals. Yet as much as this letter 
demonstrates Rüdin’s political receptiveness to the new order, it hints at 
something even more significant for understanding the checkered his-
tory of the German Research Institute for Psychiatry (GRIP): the director’s 
need to acquire sufficient money to support its research initiatives, espe-
cially those of its Genealogy Department.

As this chapter will demonstrate, Rüdin continually found it impos-
sible to function within the Research Institute’s operating budget during 
the Third Reich. Indeed, much of his time was spent trying to secure ad-
ditional funding for what he never tired of insisting was state-imperative  
research. The pursuit of money for the Munich Institute runs like a red 
thread throughout Rüdin’s fourteen-year directorship. Fischer also be-
moaned the lack of money for his research center during the final years 
of the Weimar Republic. However, his fiscal appetite—at least on the 
whole—appears to have been satisfied after 1933. And when Fischer 
needed additional financial resources to “modernize” his Institute in 
1941, he was savvy enough to select a reliable and relatively lenient po-
litical patron to help him, Conti. Rüdin’s need for funding, however, 
knew no limit. Perhaps the complex legal status of his Institute was in 
part to blame for his financial difficulties. The Munich Institute was not a 
state-supported Kaiser Wilhelm Institute like the one in Dahlem; legally, 
it remained an independent institution. As we have seen, it was originally 
funded by the German Jewish Loeb family with the assistance of several 
wealthy German donors like Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach; 
the Bavarian state government later supplied the additional necessary 
revenue.

Even after it came under the Kaiser Wilhelm Society’s umbrella in 
1924 and things stabilized for the German Research Institute for Psy-
chiatry, money and space for scientific investigations remained an issue. 
Despite these uncertainties, the GRIP became an international locus for 
scientists interested in the newest trends in neuropathology and psychia-
try even before Rüdin assumed its directorship in 1931. Foreign research-
ers came to acquire training in Rüdin’s methodology for investigating the 
genetic origins of psychiatric disorders: the empirical hereditary progno-
sis. Yet prior to the Third Reich, the Research Institute was not identified 
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solely with Rüdin and his Genealogy Department. How did the German 
Research Institute for Psychiatry go from a multidepartmental institute 
where the division heads were equals to a research center where Rüdin 
became its Führer in every sense of the word? The answer, however com-
plex in the details, was anchored in the new political realities after 1933. 
Rüdin was inclined to serve the “national government” out of convic-
tion and was rewarded monetarily for his Institute’s important service  
to the state. Ironically, however, the racial policies Rüdin legitimized, 
if not created, ultimately resulted in the removal of important sources 
of his revenue: the cautious Rockefeller Foundation (RF) and the Loeb 
estate.

During the prewar years Rüdin successfully compensated for this fi-
nancial shortfall by applying for money from various state and party 
institutions. However, when Rüdin was later unable to acquire sufficient 
funds through these channels, he decided to forge an alliance with the 
dreaded SS. It soon became apparent that SS Chief Himmler (and his 
minions with whom Rüdin would have more direct contact) required 
a higher price for their patronage than the Munich director originally 
anticipated. This final “Munich Pact” proved to be far less profitable for 
Rüdin than he imagined. It only exacerbated the conflicts he continually 
had with his Institute colleagues and added to the disharmonious atmo-
sphere that existed there even prior to his directorship—problems that 
neither Fischer nor von Verschuer ever confronted. Indeed, by the time 
he extended his hand to the SS, Rüdin was in an unenviable situation. As 
will become evident, he quickly became the most prominent spokesmen 
on a key Nazi policy near and dear to his heart and his science: manda-
tory sterilization. During most of the Third Reich, his stature as “court” 
expert on racial policy programs and his role as “leader” in professional 
organizations were at least equal to Fischer’s, if not greater. Given Rüdin’s 
penchant to exhaust his Institute’s funds, it is hardly surprising that he 
would serve the Nazi state to such an extent. Even his daughter admit-
ted in an interview decades after his death that Rüdin “would have sold 
himself to the devil in order to obtain money for his institute and his re-
search.”2 He certainly seems to have done just that, if not simply through 
his involvement (and the precise nature of this “involvement” needs to 
be discussed) with Nazi Germany’s “euthanasia” project. And as we will 
see, this was not the only manner in which Rüdin implicated himself 
and his Institute in the crimes associated with Nazism. Before we address 
these issues, it is first necessary to return to a time prior to Rüdin’s arrival 
in Munich—before he officially resigned from his position in Basel.
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“May . . . this Institute Be the Starting Point of a New Epoch 
in Healing”

It was customary that the president of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society deliver 
a speech at the opening of a new Institute. Although the German Research 
Institute for Psychiatry was less traditional than most Kaiser Wilhelm  
Institutes in terms of its legal status, President Adolf von Harnack was 
proud to offer a few words during the dedication ceremony for the In-
stitute’s new building on June 13, 1928, just as he did at the opening of 
the Fischer Institute in Dahlem less than a year earlier. The festivities 
notwithstanding, it was a day of mixed emotions for the honored guests 
attending the ceremony. The Herculean campaign to win the support 
from the Rockefeller Foundation—the American philanthropic organi-
zation that provided the lion’s share of the funds needed to make the 
research center a reality—had finally borne fruit. Kaiser Wilhelm Society 
General Secretary Friedrich Glum’s early fears that the RF would not fi-
nance an institute in Germany proved to be ill founded, and foundation 
officer Alan Gregg’s assessment that the Munich Institute was “one of the 
best single organizations worth study that I have seen” went a long way 
toward convincing the remaining skeptics. As we have seen, the German 
Research Institute for Psychiatry officially became a member of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Society in 1924. By late 1926, the RF had pledged the enormous 
sum of $325,000 for the Institute’s new building; the remaining $300,000 
was provided by a relative of Loeb, the Bavarian government, and the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Society. James Loeb, a trustworthy friend and patron of 
the Munich Institute from the outset, offered another $150,000 as a “spe-
cial fund” to cover unusual expenses that could not be taken from the 
Institute’s normal operating budget. But the man whose tireless efforts, 
international scientific reputation, and close connections to Alan Gregg 
made the building possible—the eminent Emil Kraepelin—did not live 
to see the new structure completed.3 He died in 1926, precisely when the 
RF agreed to fulfill the dreams of the “logical leader” of German psychia-
try.4 The question, however, remained: would the Research Institute now 
housed in the Kraepelinstrasse remain true to the vision of its founder and 
first director?

According to the RF report of the inaugural ceremony, President von 
Harnack had little doubt that the Institute would be “the starting point of 
a new epoch in healing.” Krupp von Bohlen and Halbach, a major benefac-
tor of the Institute, reminded the audience that more than two hundred 
thousand insane people were housed in institutions throughout Germany, 
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and while other medical sciences made great strides, “psychiatry has re-
mained in the rear.” It was his sincere hope that those working at the 
Research Institute remain conscious of their responsibility “for the future  
of humanity” and the “august and sacred task” imposed upon them.5

But it was probably Dr. Felix Plaut (1877–1940), a close research asso-
ciate of Kraepelin who traveled with him to America to seek RF funding, 
who offered the most moving address. In his speech he stressed the vision 
of the late director. “This Institute was to be a foster-mother to the sci-
ences related to clinical psychiatry,” Plaut told his audience. Only those 
subjects linked to clinical psychiatry but not adequately represented at 
the university should be housed in the Institute. This will ensure, Plaut 
continued, that “the different sides of the common enemy”—psychi-
atric disorders—are adequately tackled. But Kraepelin realized that this 
lofty aim presupposed a unique institutional structure where department 
heads were equal, subordination to a director was absent, and where the 
members worked toward a common end. “Scientific tolerance and ver-
satility,” Plaut emphasized, were the intellectual foundation stones of 
Kraepelin’s Research Institute. Only by remaining true to the founder’s 
vision will the Institute achieve its ambitious goals.6

Given the heavy-handed leadership role that Rüdin assumed at the 
German Research Institute for Psychiatry during the Third Reich, Plaut’s 
comments are worth our attention. Was the Research Institute in fact 
ever really harmonious? Would the Institute remain a bastion of “scien-
tific tolerance,” free from any compulsion on the part of any future direc-
tor? Before analyzing these queries in the course of this chapter, some of 
the major divisions and some of the key personnel that comprised the 
Munich Institute by 1928 must be examined.

Perhaps the most influential department at the Munich Institute was 
that of Walther Spielmeyer (1879–1935), which was also the largest divi-
sion prior to 1933. He and his colleagues in the Department of Neuro-
pathology investigated general questions regarding the histopathology 
of the central nervous system, especially functional disorders of cerebral 
circulation caused by toxic substances; numerous scholars from around 
the world came to what came to be known as an “international mecca of 
neuropathology.”

An extension of this cerebral neuromicroscopic work was undertaken 
by the prospector (a person responsible for dissections) Karl Neubürger 
at Eglfing-Haar, a mental institution not far from Munich. Felix Plaut, 
the distinguished head of the Department of Serology, undertook in-
vestigations laying the groundwork for the modern study of neuroim-
munology. Closely connected to Plaut’s division was the Department 



18	 professor Felix plaut, director of the Department of Serology. in 1935 he was forced to vacate 
his position, as he was a “racial outsider.” plaut worked as a researcher in London until his 
death in 1940. photo courtesy of the Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts für  
psychiatrie.



19	 professor Walther Spielmeyer, director of the Department of neuropathology, with his 
daughter, Ruth, ca. 1930. His anti-nazi sentiments and his Jewish spouse brought him  
constant trouble during the early years of the Third Reich. When he died in 1935 from an  
illness, some thought he had committed suicide. photo courtesy of the Historisches archiv 
des Max-planck-instituts für psychiatrie.
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of Spirochaetal Research headed by Franz Jahnel (1885–1951). Formerly 
a laboratory attached to Plaut’s department, this division investigated 
the etiology and treatment of infectious bacterial diseases of the central 
nervous system, especially spirochaetal (parasitic or freely living bacteria 
harmful to humans and animals) infections such as syphilis. Johannes 
Lange headed the Clinical Department with its base of operation at the 
Psychiatric Unit of the Schwabing City Hospital in Munich until 1931. 
The Genealogy Department was run by Rüdin.7 According to an annual 
report from 1929, the Institute boasted thirty-seven academic members, 
twenty-four of whom were German and thirteen of whom came from 
foreign countries.8

To be sure, these departments were independent. However, whether 
they (and their departmental heads) ever worked in tandem for a com-
mon goal either before or after Kraepelin’s death is questionable. As one 
RF officer noted in his diary after touring the Research Institute, “I have 
the feeling that I have visited an excellent medical research institute in 
which there simply happens to be a rather large interest in neurological 
and psychiatric phenomena.” The “Kraepelin Institute,” he confessed, 
stands in stark contrast to the “singleness of direction and unified plan of 
work, centered around one idea,” that was the hallmark of Oskar Vogt’s 
(1870–1959) Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Brain Research in Berlin-Buch, 
another RF-financed German research center.9

Even before Rüdin negotiated his return to Munich, when his exorbi-
tant salary demands placed pressure on the Kaiser Wilhelm Society vis-à-
vis other department heads at the Institute, there were serious conflicts 
among its members.10 The construction of a new home for the Munich 
Institute appears to have eased the tensions; it was also the major pre-
condition for Rüdin’s return from Basel. His decision to leave Munich in 
1925 notwithstanding, he always had faith that Kraepelin’s name would 
serve as an intellectual resource to secure money in the United States for 
the much-needed new building.11 The long negotiations that preceded 
Rüdin’s return to Munich with two of his coworkers, Hans Luxenburger 
and Adele Juda, on November 1, 1928, demonstrated that the head of the 
Genealogy Department, like his Berlin colleague Fischer, was cognizant 
of his own worth. He was certainly not shy about driving a hard bargain 
with the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. As he stressed in an unofficial letter to 
Spielmeyer and Plaut—then acting codirectors of the GRIP—a prereq-
uisite for his resignation in Basel was his appointment as head of a de-
partment whose research expectations went far beyond what “any good 
psychiatric clinic could muster.” It would have to be outfitted, Rüdin  
added, so that he would play the “leading and creative role” in a de-
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partment bent on tackling the broadest possible range of problems in 
psychiatric genetics. Not only was such a materially privileged depart-
ment important in order to “confront the causes of mental disease in the 
German Reich”; it was also necessary “to remain competitive with exist-
ing and future institutes as well as maintain and advance the reputation 
of the [Genealogy] Department and the [German Research Institute].”12 
Despite Glum’s warning not “to push his luck too far,” Rüdin ultimately 
received the lavish sum of 46,734 RM for his department, a threefold 
increase over its former operating budget. His salary alone amounted to 
more than half of the money earmarked for the department. The 27,156 
RM Rüdin secured for himself was equivalent to more than one and a 
half times the normal salary of a full professor at a Bavarian university. 
Moreover, his Department could also count on extra support from the 
Emergency Association of German Science as well as financial backing 
from the RF. Among Rüdin’s requests was money for two new “travel-
ing physicians” to carry out genealogical-demographical studies beyond  
Munich. Even his demand for a departmental automobile—a request 
made to facilitate travel necessitated by Rüdin’s and his coworkers’  
research—was granted.13 Perhaps surprisingly in light of later develop-
ments, Spielmeyer, who had become sole director of the German Research 
Institute for Psychiatry by 1928, recognized that extravagant material 
concessions would have to be made to Rüdin. Spielmeyer believed that 
Rüdin was indispensable for its prestige, and he communicated these 
sentiments to Glum in no uncertain terms.14 Rüdin was now the head of 
the vanguard department for psychiatric genetics that he long desired.

Recall that Rüdin’s investigations aimed at assessing the hereditary 
patterns of psychiatric disorders, ascertaining the number of Germans 
affected by mental diseases, and, most importantly, preventing future 
psychiatric disorders from sapping the efficiency of the state through the 
implementation of a thorough-going eugenic policy. Chapter 1 made 
clear that Rüdin’s research and his racial hygiene goals were intricately 
linked to a degree absent in the work of any other leading German hu-
man geneticist; Rüdin’s science and his eugenic-inspired politics were 
two sides of the same coin.15 Although the new building with the bronze 
bust of Kraepelin in the stairwell was heralded as “the starting point of 
a new epoch in healing,” Rüdin’s Department was the only one whose 
existence was not directly tied to therapeutics. Interestingly, Kraepe-
lin himself never expected the Institute and its departments to remain 
static; he anticipated—indeed hoped—that the Munich Institute would 
change with the times.16 With the aggrandizement of the Genealogy 
Department and the reinstatement of Rüdin at its helm, it is tempting 
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to posit that the Institute was already moving in a eugenic direction as 
early as 1928. After all, Kraepelin was himself a strong advocate of racial  
hygiene.

“A Matter of Survival”: In Hot Pursuit of Data

Rüdin and his coworkers’ genealogical investigations were predicated 
upon the availability of a vast network of information, not only on the 
subjects of their research but on their extended families. Rüdin’s empiri-
cal hereditary prognosis calculated the statistical probability that heredi-
tary diseases (or nonpathological traits) would appear in the descendants 
and siblings of patients. The results would then be compared to an en-
tire population. This presupposed that researchers had sufficient data 
on a wide variety of character traits at their disposal—data that could 
not always be procured by merely examining the subject and his or her 
relatives.

Even prior to his official return to Munich, Rüdin attempted to do all 
in his power to acquire increased access to personal data. He enlisted the 
support of von Harnack to secure court, criminal, welfare, disability, and 
health records of subjects and their relatives housed in various state and 
Reich ministries when his own efforts to collect this data came up short. 
In his memorandum to von Harnack, Rüdin explained that personal data 
were “a matter of survival” for his Department. A detailed examination 
into the “very carefully filed records” of individuals is imperative to gain 
knowledge of their “character traits,” Rüdin argued. In his justification to 
von Harnack for placing the interests of science ahead of the protection 
of individuals’ rights, Rüdin sold his research as something that serves 
the “common weal”—an enterprise whose worthy goal is the “investiga-
tion of diseases and their prevention as well as racial hygiene.” The Kaiser 
Wilhelm Society president reassured skeptical ministerial bureaucracies 
that the use of personal information would have no negative impact on 
the individuals in question; “the character of the Research Institute is 
the guarantee.”17

Von Harnack lent his support to Rüdin and his Department. From a 
letter Rüdin wrote to Glum in 1931, we know that the Kaiser Wilhelm So-
ciety made a serious attempt to secure records from numerous ministries 
at the state and Reich level that were not all in vain. Unfortunately, Rüdin  
was not able to report “a complete success.”18 The resistance by some 
ministries notwithstanding, the willingness of the Reich Chancellery, the 
Foreign Office, the Reich Economic Ministry, and the Reich Ministry of 
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the Interior to hand over their records to Rüdin speaks volumes about the 
erosion of private data protection already occurring during the last years 
of the Republic. By this time, governmental rule on the basis of Article 48 
of the Weimar Constitution—a provision giving the Reich president ex-
tensive powers—had seriously undermined democracy in Germany. Even 
institutions for the mentally ill apparently had few of the qualms that 
some state and Reich ministries had toward the release of their records; 
they readily agreed to provide the Genealogy Department with the data 
it requested.19 Needless to say, the Munich Institute (and to a much lesser 
extent the Dahlem Institute) capitalized on the Weimar state’s readiness 
to put its public social welfare concerns before the rights of its citizens. 
If the Dahlem Institute was already operating in an ethical gray zone 
prior to 1933 by using school and hospital records for von Verschuer’s 
twin research, how much more problematic was their widespread use in 
Rüdin’s Department?

As was mentioned, Rüdin was not the only member of his Depart-
ment in need of data. Rüdin’s longtime coworker, Luxenburger, required 
information for his pioneering research in psychiatric genetics. By the 
time he returned to Munich with Rüdin in 1928, he was already known 
for his pathbreaking work on the relationship between tuberculosis and 
schizophrenia. In addition, Luxenburger had recently completed a mas-
sive study on the distribution of psychiatric disorders in paralytic pa-
tients, which required the examination of no less than 580 siblings of one 
hundred paralytic couples. He also announced the results of his large-
scale twin study. Based on the high coefficient rate of identical twins, 
Luxenburger confirmed the genetic basis of schizophrenia; however, 
given the great divergence in the trajectory of their illnesses, Luxenburger 
showed that the specific effects of the disorder and the specific prognosis 
for the afflicted individuals depended upon environmental factors. Like 
von Verschuer, Luxenburger championed the importance of twin studies  
for the science of medicine.20 In the following years, Luxenburger re-
mained reliant upon a large database, and he contacted numerous Ger-
man psychiatric institutions for records. He viewed “exact statistics” and 
probability studies as his method of choice. This was not a rejection of 
Mendelism for the study of the inheritance of psychiatric illnesses. But 
Luxenburger, like Rüdin, was convinced that an orientation toward in-
ductive empirical statistical studies was the most promising avenue for 
“progress” in psychiatric genetics.21

Juda, too, who began her research in the tradition of Rüdin, required a 
large database for her work. While still in Basel, she initiated an investiga-
tion known as the “Most-Talented Study,” a statistical project analyzing 
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the relationship between psychiatric disorders and exceptional talent, 
which she continued after her return to Munich. Schulz, the other ma-
jor researcher in the Genealogy Department and its “acting head” while 
Rüdin was in Basel, used the empirical hereditary prognosis to investi-
gate the frequency of psychiatric illnesses in normal populations as well 
as in distant relatives of psychiatric patients. He and other coworkers, 
such as the Viennese Friedrich Stumpfl (1902–94), hired in 1930 to es-
tablish a criminal-biological research emphasis in the Department, also 
needed access to sufficient data.22 It goes without saying that the gener-
ously funded RF-sponsored five-year anthropological survey of the Ger-
man population—for which Rüdin’s Department received approximately 
one-third of the $125,000 allotted to seventeen university and research 
centers—garnered useful information for the Department’s researchers. 
Although Fischer was instrumental in initiating the project, in 1930–31 

20	 Hans Luxenburger worked in Rüdin’s own Department of Genealogy and Demography. He 
was known for his work on the heredity of schizophrenia. although he supported the nazi 
sterilization law, he felt that Rüdin was far too aggressive in its application. photo courtesy of 
the Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts für psychiatrie.
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Rüdin’s Department received two and a half times the amount allotted 
to the Dahlem Institute.23

Sold to the RF as an essential eugenic study, this anthropological 
survey underscores the importance of racial hygiene at the Genealogy 
Department. All of its members were strong supporters of eugenics dur-
ing the Weimar years. In 1929 Rüdin addressed the Kaiser Wilhelm So-
ciety and bluntly informed it that the goal of psychiatric research was 
less to heal sick individuals than to serve the commonweal through the 
promotion of prophylactic measures—to prevent the defective from be-
ing born.24 As we have seen, this was hardly a new position for Rüdin. 
Luxenburger, Rüdin’s closest associate, wrote numerous articles on the 
importance of eugenics for both medical and popular audiences. As he 
asserted in one article, “the only really ideal prophylaxis for hereditary 
diseases is eugenic prophylaxis.” “Therapeutic procedures and eugenic 
procedures must work together,” Luxenburger continued. In the future, 
he added, “there should no longer be physicians who are not simulta-
neously eugenicists.”25

The Munich Pact: Prologue

As we have seen, it was precisely during the Weimar Republic’s final years 
that eugenic sterilization as a means of lessening the financial burden of 
the “unfit” became a serious topic for medical bureaucrats and legisla-
tors alike. Although other countries, including one canton in Rüdin’s 
native Switzerland, already enacted mandatory sterilization laws by 
1929, Rüdin generally did not openly support the use of force to prevent 
dysgenic births at that time. Like Lenz, a nationalist-völkisch member of 
the Munich chapter of the German Society for Racial Hygiene, Rüdin be-
lieved that the political conditions in Germany were not yet ripe for such  
measures. But Rüdin, like Lenz, was extremely active in calling for vol-
untary sterilization. This was the logical extension of decades of eugenic-
inspired research. In fact, both men drafted a petition for a parliamentary 
committee of the Reichstag in 1929 that would effectively legalize ster-
ilization with the patient’s consent.26 Although nothing came of this 
petition, as Germany’s financial situation worsened owing to the Great 
Depression, more and more medical organizations and state bureaucra-
cies used Rüdin’s and his departmental colleagues’ research to lobby for 
this eugenic measure. Although Rüdin did not take part in the Prussian 
State Health Council meeting that drafted the 1932 voluntary sterilization  
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law, his views and research left a clear mark on the session. Muckermann,  
who played a leading role at the fateful Council meeting on July 2, 1932, 
called Rüdin, Luxenburger, and Lange “benefactors of humanity” for 
their work on the “hereditary prognosis.”27 The failed 1932 eugenics leg-
islation served as the basis for the Nazi Sterilization Law Rüdin would 
soon champion in word and deed.

The last years of the Weimar Republic also witnessed changes within 
the Munich Institute. In 1931 Spielmeyer resigned his post as director, 
anticipating that the RF would fund a large-scale interdepartmental proj-
ect that presupposed his active participation freed from administrative 
duties. Following the suggestion of Loeb, the Foundation Council nomi-
nated Rüdin to serve as director for a three-year period. Loeb, the German 
Jewish philanthropist, could not have anticipated what a Rüdin director-
ship would mean only two years later.

Unfortunately for Rüdin, troubles awaited him from the start of his 
appointment; Germany’s economic crisis posed serious problems for the 
Munich Institute. Although Spielmeyer and Plaut enjoyed funding from 
the RF tied specifically to them and their research,28 the new building 
with its additional rooms and laboratories could only be maintained by 
money outside the normal operating budget—resources that the public 
purse could not afford during these lean times. The German Research In-
stitute’s operating budget continuously fell from a high of 350,000 RM in 
1929–30 to 100,000 RM in 1933. The Kaiser Wilhelm Society’s contribu-
tion to the Munich Institute decreased by a third in this same period; the 
Bavarian state government also greatly curtailed its subsidies.29 To make 
matters worse, only weeks before the “national government” was set in 
place, the RF voiced its concern over the financial demands made by 
Rüdin for the Institute. In a letter to Foundation Officer Robert Lambert,  
Gregg argued that the support given to the Munich Institute was “quite 
adequate for the purposes for which it was requested.” “Despite our in-
terest in psychiatry,” Gregg concluded, “I do not feel additional aid for 
a place already so much supported . . . is easy to justify.” It appeared 
that the RF wanted Rüdin to find out what his financial “base line really 
[was].”30 Even before Rüdin realized that additional RF funding was not 
likely, the director attempted to communicate his Institute’s bleak fiscal 
reality in a letter to Loeb dated November 26, 1932. After listing all the fi-
nancial reductions from the Kaiser Wilhelm Society, various state govern-
ments, and the Emergency Association of German Science, the director 
made it clear what this shortfall meant for Loeb’s beloved Institute: the 
Departments of Neuropathology, Serology, and Spirochaetal Research 
experienced more than a 50 percent reduction in their operating budget; 
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the Chemical Department, barely up and running, had to be closed com-
pletely. His own Department was in dire straits. Many important investi-
gations would have to be terminated, Rüdin threatened, if new sources of 
funding were not forthcoming. “The money that remains,” he informed 
his benefactor, “doesn’t begin to adequately cover the temporary and 
long-term genetic and genealogical-demographic topics, especially the 
empirical hereditary prognosis investigations.” However one looked at 
the fiscal situation, Rüdin informed Loeb, “the total level of productivity 
of the Research Institute will sink sharply” if help did not come soon.31 
Given the Institute’s precarious financial situation as well as the commu-
nity of interests that its director shared with the National Socialists on a 
range of issues, including racial hygiene policy, the time seemed ripe to 
cast the first Faustian bargain.

The Munich Pact: Act I

Broadening His Base and Expanding His Space

As was already noted, Rüdin wholeheartedly embraced the new political 
order. Although Fischer shared Rüdin’s optimism that the “national revo-
lution” would be a political boon for Germany and provide a financial 
boost for research, Nazi Party members interested in racial hygiene and 
National Socialist medical bureaucrats, especially Arthur Gütt, placed far 
more trust in the Munich psychiatric geneticist than in his Berlin col-
league. It was probably not merely Rüdin’s close proximity to the Nazi 
Party’s birthplace in the Bavarian capital that accounts for this support. 
Rüdin’s research was inseparable from his desire for state-sponsored ra-
cial hygiene, and it was known to be so.32 Although Fischer and Rüdin 
were probably equally renowned internationally, the former’s decision to 
find a professional modus operandi with the Centrist–Social Democratic 
stronghold of Prussia during the hated Weimar Republic made Fischer 
suspect in many Nazi quarters. Moreover, his first speech under the Nazi 
banner in which he appeared to question the negative effects of racial 
mixtures hardly elicited enthusiasm in National Socialist circles.

It is almost certainly the case that Rüdin’s membership in the völkisch 
and pro-Nazi Munich chapter of the German Society for Racial Hygiene 
as well as his close ties to the aging champion of German eugenics, Ploetz, 
were important factors in his favor. During the early years of the Nazi 
regime, Rüdin never faced the humiliation and professional threat of a 
denunciation campaign as did the Dahlem director. If Gütt played the 
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honest broker between Fischer and Nazi Party officials who wanted to 
destroy the Berlin anthropologist completely during the first eighteen 
months of the Third Reich, it was largely because he believed that the 
new regime could not implement its racial policy without the aid of the 
KWIA. Gütt and Rüdin had a more personal and cordial relationship.33 
Whatever the constellation of factors that resulted in Rüdin’s initial (if 
not long-lasting) triumph at Fischer’s expense, the Munich director put 
it to good personal use; the general sentiment among National Socialist 
officials that Rüdin was probably the most pro-Nazi human geneticist 
in Germany proved to be an intellectual resource that he exploited for 
professional and financial gain.

Perhaps the first event demonstrating the trust that Nazi Party racial 
experts had in Rüdin was his nomination to replace Fischer as presi-
dent of the German Society for Racial Hygiene. Karl Astel (1898–1945) 
and Bruno K. Schultz (1901–97), both appointees of the Rasse-und  
Siedlungshauptamt-SS (SS Race and Settlement Main Office), appeared 
to have strong-armed this change at a meeting of the Munich chapter 
of the German Society for Racial Hygiene prior to the end of May 1933. 
The current members of the Executive Committee in Berlin—comprised 
of individuals committed to the old order—were to resign in favor of 
racial hygienists whose “allegiance to the State of Adolf Hitler is not in 
doubt.” According to a confidential memo sent by Astel and Schultz to 
a select group of party comrades, the two authors of the report as well as 
“the great Ploetz” believed Rüdin to be well qualified to head the Society. 
Rüdin’s scientific qualifications, his character, and his “völkisch outlook” 
were impeccable, the three men asserted. Perhaps Ploetz was taking re-
venge for Fischer’s pragmatic decision to add the term “eugenics” to the 
name of his society during the last years of the Weimar Republic. Rüdin, 
we should note, was hardly a passive pawn in this vote of confidence that 
bestowed additional professional power and prestige upon him; it was 
Rüdin himself who suggested sending his brother-in-law Ploetz, along 
with Astel and Schultz to Berlin to break the news to Fischer at the June 
10, 1933, meeting of the Society.

Most of the members of the Munich regional group present at the 
meeting calling for the removal of Fischer were affiliated with the Ger-
man Research Institute for Psychiatry. Interestingly, of the two who op-
posed nominating Rüdin as the new Führer of the long-standing Society, 
one was Luxenburger.34 Gütt, as we have seen, did nothing to prevent 
this change of leadership that had the appearance of grassroots support. 
Although the German Society for Racial Hygiene was never intended to 
offer mass public lectures on racial policy, it was hoped that the Society 



21	 professor Ernst Rüdin, director of the German Research institute/Kaiser Wilhelm institute of 
psychiatry and head of its Department of Genealogy and Demography, standing in front of 
his file cabinet, ca. 1936. photo courtesy of the Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts 
für psychiatrie.
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would serve as a “fighting force” for eugenically minded Germans and 
expand into as many new regions as possible; Rüdin himself was now in 
charge of approving the Executive Committees of these new groups.35 
In a 1934 memo, Rüdin specifically mentioned that the German Society 
for Racial Hygiene sought a “harmonious working relationship with all 
State and Party offices”; he was anxious to know how the Society could 
continue to serve as a resource for the regime.36 Both Rüdin and Nazi of-
ficials could hardly have been disappointed with the new arrangement: 
between 1933 and 1939 membership in the Society increased from 950 to 
4,500; during that same time the number of regional chapters increased 
from twelve to sixty-three.37

From the standpoint of procuring additional funding for the Gene-
alogy Department and affording him increased professional visibility, 
no post was as important to Rüdin as his position as chairman of Task 
Force II of the newly created Expert Advisory Council for Population 
and Racial Policy. Sometime after mid-June 1933, Gütt asked Rüdin to 
join the Council he recently set up at Wilhelm Frick’s request within the 
Ministry of the Interior. As its name suggests, the Council’s task was to 
tackle the government’s important population and racial policy issues 
by bringing together state, party, and academic experts.38 On June 28, 
1933, Frick gave a programmatic speech to the entire Council in which 
tried-and-true eugenic arguments were given a new sense of urgency. 
“Feebleminded and defective” strains of the population were reproduc-
ing two to three times faster than the “talented, valuable, class,” Frick 
warned the Council members; moreover, the Reich Minister continued, 
the cost of maintaining the “asocial, defective, and hopelessly genetically 
ill” now far exceeds what could reasonably be expected by a state hop-
ing to maintain itself in the struggle for survival. In addition to Rüdin, 
Lenz, and Ploetz, the self-styled racial anthropologist H. F. K. Günther 
and population policy expert Friedrich Burgdörfer were honored with an 
invitation to this important meeting and an offer to serve on the Coun-
cil.39 Fischer and von Verschuer were conspicuous by their absence both 
at the June speech and on the Council.

Task Force II dealt specifically with racial hygiene and racial policy 
matters; it was designed to serve as a link between the government, the 
universities, and the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. Its advisory agenda was 
quite broad. Among other things, Task Force II examined laws from the 
standpoint of genetics and eugenics; it also offered suggestions for ac-
ceptable university professors and gave advice on the execution of racial 
policy. In addition, the task force drafted plans for courses in racial biol-
ogy for teachers, physicians, welfare workers, police, and members of 
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various party organizations. It also discussed medical solutions to the 
problem of “hereditary criminals” and “sexual criminals.”40 Of immedi-
ate importance, Task Force II was charged with hammering out the final 
details of a draft mandatory sterilization law already under discussion 
among party dignitaries for several months. Apparently, Frick gave Task 
Force II only one day to discuss the measure—less than two weeks before 
the Nazi sterilization decree, the Law for the Prevention of Genetically 
Diseased Offspring, was made public on July 14, 1933.

Rüdin, the chairman of Task Force II, came to Gütt’s attention through 
his public lectures.41 The Munich director’s political sympathies and 
professional expertise made him the perfect internationally renowned 
academic to lead this working group of the Council. Although Rüdin, to-
gether with Gütt and the SS lawyer Falk Ruttke, wrote the commentary to 
the Nazi Law when it went into effect on January 1, 1934, Rüdin’s specific 
role in its formulation remains unclear, his own later testimony that he 
was “one of its creators” notwithstanding. As already mentioned, the Law 
was based on the failed 1932 Prussian draft; its mandatory character and 
general formulation was probably put in place largely by Gütt.42

Although Rüdin may not have actually drafted the Law, we do know 
that he attended an important March 1933 meeting of the Federation of 
the Bavarian District Governing Assemblies in which the topic of man-
datory sterilization was raised. While there, he expressed his “delight” 
that eugenics had made such progress that it was now possible to put its 
knowledge into practice. It wasn’t enough, Rüdin maintained, “merely 
to advance teaching and research; something positive had to happen.” 
Sterilization was clearly the answer; in cases where the individual was se-
riously “defective” or obstinately refused to recognize the need to refrain 
from having children, force was acceptable to achieve the desired end, 
Rüdin believed. In other words, although the Munich director did not 
promote mandatory sterilization for cases at the Federation meeting, he 
had made it clear that he was open to the idea.43

To understand the extent of Rüdin’s culpability for the Law’s creation 
and its consequences, it might be necessary to consider factors other than 
authorship. For example, his stature as its medical commentator and the 
decade-long influence of the Genealogy Department’s empirical heredi-
tary prognosis research in psychiatry left a mark on the all-important 
interpretation of the Law. In a speech designed for psychiatrists—those 
physicians for whom the Law would have the greatest professional im-
pact—Rüdin laid bare his broad constructionist commentary of the mea-
sure. For the Munich director, it represented only “a beginning in the 
direction of hereditary health.” After listing the nine criteria for which 
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an individual could be sterilized, he went into detail explaining what the 
Law meant by “genetically ill.” Someone who is “hereditarily diseased,” 
Rüdin explained, had at one time or another suffered from one of the 
nine categories of illnesses mentioned in Section 1 of the Law (hereditary 
feeblemindedness; schizophrenia; manic-depressive insanity; hereditary 
epilepsy; Huntington’s chorea; hereditary blindness; hereditary deafness; 
serious hereditary bodily deformities; and serious alcoholism). In addi-
tion, the person’s pathological traits have been demonstrated to be ge-
netic because they were either definitively passed on as either dominant 
or recessive Mendelian traits, deemed to be so inherited on the basis of 
hereditary prognostic investigations on a large number of diseased fami-
lies, or because they manifested themselves abnormally in the relatives of 
an individual family—for example, in the extended family of the person 
to be sterilized. Rüdin emphasized that only one of the three “proofs” suf-
ficed for an individual to fall under the surgeon’s knife.44 It turns out that 
about 95 percent of the roughly four hundred thousand sterilizations 
performed in Germany were done on the first four grounds.45

Rüdin and his Department’s research methodology—the empirical 
hereditary prognosis—became a part of National Socialist racial policy.  
Rüdin’s colleague Luxenburger delivered a talk on the role of the em-
pirical hereditary prognosis in psychiatry for physicians working in this 
field.46 That evidence of heritability using this method was based on sta-
tistics and probability was not a problem for Rüdin. Not only was it un-
necessary to prove a trait to be genetic with complete certainty; in Rüdin’s 
estimation, categories of illnesses listed in Section 1 of the Law were so 
threatening to the health of the Volk that any chance of their heritabil-
ity justified sterilization. Moreover, since the new government initially 
could only deal with the most serious cases, other milder or more dubious 
forms of degeneration would have to be prevented—at least for the time 
being—through marriage counseling, celibacy, and birth control.47

Another way in which we might assess Rüdin’s responsibility for the 
Law is to examine whether he derived any professional profit from it for 
his research. Here we find that the director for whom access to data was 
“a matter of survival” reaped rich rewards from his position on the Appel-
late Hereditary Health Court in Munich. As we have mentioned, Gütt was  
determined that the valuable information on human heredity gathered 
because of the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring 
be used for research purposes. To that end the Emergency Association of 
German Science held a meeting on June 20, 1934, attended by Rüdin, 
Fischer, and von Verschuer to discuss how to evaluate this material and 
who would pay for the delivered expertise. As a result of the talks, Rüdin 
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was able to secure an unspecified number of assistants for his Institute to 
examine this body of data. He tried to get as high a stipend for them as 
possible since “married researchers” with “established specialized train-
ing” were needed for this critical task.48 Undoubtedly, the Hereditary 
Health Courts provided researchers like Rüdin with a source of mate-
rial for their research. Nonetheless, because of the Nazi government’s 
interest and sponsorship of racial hygiene research, the Munich director 
gained access to relevant private records from other numerous sources, 
as well.49

Rüdin’s role on the Council likely did more to enable him to secure 
badly needed funds for his Institute than any of his other professional 
activities. Even before he was formally asked to serve on the Council, the 
Munich director sold his Institute to Reich Minister of the Interior Frick as 

22	 Diagram used by Rüdin for his lectures on recessive-heterosomatic patterns of heredity. photo 
courtesy of the Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts für psychiatrie.
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an intellectual resource to obtain additional funding. “I am the Director 
of the German Research Institute for Psychiatry,” Rüdin informed Frick, 
“which, as long as it has been in operation, has worked on the scientific 
genetic foundations that today’s state under Adolf Hitler’s leadership des-
perately needs to put the racial hygienic part of his program of national 
renewal into practice.” Although the German Research Institute enjoyed 
the support of the Emergency Association of German Science, “consid-
ering the scope and importance of my Institute for the urgent needs of 
today’s state,” Rüdin reported, “its normal budget is relatively small.” A 
significant portion of this money goes to pay the postage for the Insti-
tute’s voluminous correspondence. Rüdin asked the Minister whether he 
could recover the approximately 5,000 RM in mailing costs. On July 11, 
1933, less than a month later, Rüdin received a note from Kaiser Wilhelm 
Society President Max Planck promising to grant the requested sum. The 
money was secured from the Reich Postmaster.50

By 1935, after accepting the chairmanship for Task Force II and writ-
ing the medical commentary to the Sterilization Law, Rüdin felt secure 
enough to contact the Kaiser Wilhelm Society to request additional 
funds. In March 1935, the Munich director asked General Secretary Glum 
for 3,000 RM for an additional vehicle for his anthropologist as well as 
for additional typewriters and other equipment, “as the broadening and 
deepening of my areas of research” requires supplemental funding. His 
request was met. Five months later, Rüdin wrote an even bolder letter to 
the Society petitioning it to write the Reich Ministry of Education on his 
Department’s behalf to procure additional financial support. Again, he 
used the science card—but in a more direct and self-assured manner than 
in earlier memos:

The work of the genetic division of the German Research institute for psychiatry in  

Munich was essential for the creation of the Law for the prevention of Genetically 

Diseased Offspring and other public and private racial hygienic measures in the Third 

Reich. The patterns of inheritance of many serious human diseases are still not solved; 

they can, however, be so through the research methods . . . of my institute in the near 

future, if it receives the necessary operational funds. Volk, party, and government have 

the right to expect that this form of research—work designed to provide the scientific 

foundation of racial hygienic action—is not bogged down.

It was costly to keep the “genetic research factory” going at the Geneal-
ogy Department, Rüdin added.51 After all, supporting the army of female 
file clerks alone was not cheap. Rüdin’s 1935 request for material support 
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was answered; the tireless fund-raiser was granted an additional 50,000 
RM from the German Research Council.52

This supplementary funding enabled the Munich director to enlarge 
the Genealogy Department at the expense of the other Departments—a 
change noticed by many. In a 1934 letter to RF Officer Daniel O’Brien, for-
mer Institute director Spielmeyer complained that Rüdin’s Department 
“has already occupied the 11 or 12 new rooms that have be reconstructed 
especially for this type of [genetic] work.” This additional attention to 
research on heredity, Spielmeyer added, “has naturally necessitated an 
increase in the scientific and technical personnel; there are now eight 
doctors and thirty typists . . . at our genealogical division.”53 By 1936, 60 
percent of the 124 members of the German Research Institute worked in 
the Genealogy Department.54 Rüdin’s importance to the new order as a 
key scientific resource, along with the professional perks he received from 
it, obviously also enabled him to expand his space at the Munich Insti-
tute. This additional space was political in more ways than one.

Like Fischer, Rüdin became an ever more important research man-
ager during the Third Reich. He was soon head of the “coordinated” and 
enlarged Gesellschaft Deutscher Neurologen und Psychiater (Society for 

23	 Women recording genealogical information in the Department of Genealogy and  
Demography, ca. 1935. photo courtesy of the Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts  
für psychiatrie.
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German Neurologists and Psychiatrists)55—a position that placed him 
in close professional contact with physicians directly involved in Nazi 
Germany’s “euthanasia” project. His role as chairman of Task Force II, 
his excellent relationship with provincial and Reich ministries, and his 
control over his field’s professional organization enabled Rüdin to influ-
ence the appointment of like-minded psychiatric geneticists to university 
posts and research institutes throughout Germany. For example, Rüdin 
made it possible for his friend and colleague, the “euthanasia” psychia-
trist Kurt Pohlisch (1893–1955), to establish what amounted to a smaller 
version of the Munich Institute in Bonn.56

The Munich director also organized the courses for physicians in his 
field. Perhaps the most important of these was “Genetics-Racial Hygiene 
Training Course for Psychiatrists” held at his Institute in January 1934. In 
his opening address, Rüdin mentioned that psychiatrists who do not em-
brace the Sterilization Law with “inner conviction” should resign from 
their posts. Over 130 psychiatrists attended the nine-day seminar; they 
heard talks not only from members of the Genealogy Department like 
Luxenburger, Schulz, Stumpfl, and the director himself, but from Rüdin’s 
network of colleagues throughout Germany. Even Fritz von Wettstein 
(1895–1945), an eminent plant geneticist at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute 
for Biology in Dahlem, instructed seminar participants in “the genetic 
foundations of racial hygiene.”

At the end of the training course, there was an interesting two-hour 
question and answer session headed by Luxenburger. Asked by one col-
league which groups constituted the “feebleminded,” he replied that 
in addition to children attending special schools for the learning dis-
abled, even those having great difficulty in normal elementary schools 
and “who fail in life” should be viewed as such. In response, another 
psychiatrist asked whether the state didn’t need a certain number of fee-
bleminded to execute menial tasks. Luxenburger’s rejoinder: “even after 
sterilization there will be enough hereditary feebleminded individuals to 
serve as coolies.” Parts of the seminar were open to the general public. 
One of the most important anthologies on human heredity during the 
Third Reich, Erblehre und Rassenhygiene im völkischen Staat (Genetics and 
Racial Hygiene in the Völkisch State), published the popular and technical 
speeches delivered there.57

Rüdin also held talks at courses organized by other institutions, like 
one he delivered at the Military Academy of Berlin in October 1937. This 
speech is worth examining since he prepared it for medical professionals 
who would come to play an increasingly important role during the Third 
Reich, especially during wartime: military sanitation officers. It also gives 
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us insight into the mindset of the Munich director at the height of his 
professional and political influence and reveals his talent for employing 
the most effective linguistic resources for his purposes.

Since a “defensive war” was unavoidable, Rüdin began, it was neces-
sary to adequately prepare for it during peacetime. Racial hygiene consid-
erations were central to such preparations. As Hitler himself proclaimed 
that racial hygiene was “the greatest revolution experienced by Germany”  
at a recent Nazi Party rally, it was not necessary, Rüdin remarked, “to 
stress [its] importance further.” Although population quantity was sig-
nificant for the defense of the nation, so, too, was its genetic quality; to 
achieve this end, negative and positive eugenic measures were neces-
sary. Rüdin did not doubt that the present German military represented  
a “good manly selection.” In order that Germany’s military men return 
from their tour of duty healthy “in body and soul,” it was important to 
avoid sexually transmitted diseases. Soldiers needed to ensure that they 
had sexual relations only with women who were their social equals; it 
was not only dangerous but “dishonorable” for soldiers stationed near 
brothels to make use of them.

In some respects, however, a proper racial hygiene perspective required  
altering long-standing military traditions. At least as far back as the reign 
of “old Fritz” (King Frederick the Great of Prussia [1712–86], an honored 
German military leader), married officers were viewed as only “halfway 
combat ready.” The Prussian king allegedly derided officers who sought 
wives as “not worth any gunpowder.” Married officers might have di-
vided loyalties; winning a battle needed to be the soldier’s only concern. 
After all, “the hussars [members of light cavalry units dating back to the 
fifteenth century] have to find their happiness through the saber, not 
through the vagina.” But since the time of “old Fritz” much has changed, 
Rüdin conceded. Indeed, it was largely married soldiers and officers in 
the early 1870s who secured Germany’s ascension to nation-state status; 
they knew what they were fighting for, the Munich director assured his 
audience. Shouldn’t the same be true, he asked, now that Germany was 
“threatened by a war of occupation and oppression from Bolshevism”?

Rüdin was obviously preoccupied with the possibility of war, and he 
confronted the issue of the next outbreak of hostilities head on. Some 
say, he remarked, that “the next war will be a so-called total war where 
every man and woman, normal or abnormal . . . has to be used where 
[he or she] can best contribute to victory.” If the best men sacrifice their 
genetically valuable lives and semen to defend home and hearth, what 
about the “unfit”? We must have the courage of conviction to demand 
that the “abnormal” also contribute to the war “as intensely as possible 
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according to their abilities,” Rüdin asserted. As we now know, “it is a 
misfortune for many abnormal individuals as well as many who are sick 
to protect them as was earlier the fashion,” to leave them with nothing 
to do and support them through the public purse. “Work therapy,” Rüdin  
concluded, “has had glowing success.” The Munich director closed his 
speech to Germany’s military medics by remarking that even among 
them much propaganda was still needed.58

Rüdin’s rhetorical talents are also exemplified in his indefatigable ef-
forts to secure additional money for his Department. By this time, Rüdin  
had equated the Institute’s fiscal needs with that of the Genealogy  
Department. The importance of his research notwithstanding, the Mu-
nich director was told as early as late 1935 that he could no longer expect 
the exorbitant sums he received from the German Research Council—
one of his main sources of revenue. Glum tried to help Rüdin by encour-
aging him to emphasize the expensive nature of his research that “was 
of special importance for the National Socialist government.”59 Glum’s 
encouragement notwithstanding, Rudin feared that he would be in fi-
nancially dire straits for the 1936 fiscal year. He had already decided to 
take a daring step: on November 22, 1935, he wrote directly to the Führer 
requesting 20,000 RM. His funding from other sources was not enough 
to cover the essential racial hygienic projects of his Department, Rüdin 
complained. The money he sought would not merely be used to lay a 
more solid foundation for the Sterilization Law; it would also provide the 
“scientific, genetic tools” so that the “state marriage counseling centers 
as well as the State and Party health offices could carry out their noble 
work on a scientifically surer footing.” Rüdin was amazingly brazen in 
what could almost be described as an open threat: he informed Hitler 
that if additional money was not forthcoming, he would have to dismiss 
numerous workers in the Genealogy Department. The Munich director 
softened his tone by inviting the Führer to see the important work at his 
Department firsthand. Such a visit, he added, would not only be a “great 
honor”; it would convince Hitler that such funding would be well spent. 
In signing the letter, Rüdin was sure to include all his titles: chairman of 
Task Force II of the Council, head of the German Society for Racial Hy-
giene, and President of the Society for Neurologists and Psychiatrists.60

Although the Führer appears to never have accepted Rüdin’s offer to 
visit his Institute, the latter received his money. The reference written by 
his friend and patron Gütt undoubtedly did not hurt matters. As he men-
tioned in his letter of support, “there are probably few fields of research 
that are in a position to legitimize and further the goals of the National 
Socialist government more than those pursued by Professor Dr. Rüdin.”61 
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One year later, Rüdin again asked Hitler for an additional 38,000 RM. He 
did so in “the name of science and his Institute,” both of which knew no 
higher goal than to achieve the “broadest and most secure scientific le-
gitimation” of Hitler’s plan for the “racial health of the German people.” 
Again, Rüdin secured the resources he requested.62 The last financial aid 
that the Munich director received from the Führer’s Chancellery was in 
January 1939. He was granted the sum of 40,000 RM after his Institute 
allegedly suffered from an 80,000 RM shortfall.63 In the future, he would 
turn to another party organization for financial support: the SS.

Race, Politics, and Philanthropy

Ironically, Rüdin’s financial difficulties during the Third Reich were exac-
erbated by the regime’s notorious anti-Semitic racial policies. Although 
Fischer was forced to “coordinate” his Institute and dismiss the Jesuit 
eugenicist Muckermann, the Berlin anthropologist never had “racial en-
emies” in important positions in his Institute; apparently his anti-Semitic 
sentiments prevented Jewish students from coming to him in the first 
place. Fischer deftly used this fact as proof of his good political qualifica-
tions during his denunciation campaign.64 Rüdin could not claim that 
his Institute was free of Jews. Not only was the Munich Prospector Karl 

24	 Ernst Rüdin freeing a “research automobile” from the snow, ca. 1936. photo courtesy of the 
Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts für psychiatrie.
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Neubürger Jewish; the world-renowned head of the Department of Serol-
ogy, Felix Plaut, was a “non-Aryan.” Plaut had been a close colleague 
of the late Emil Kraepelin and accompanied him to America to secure 
Rockefeller Foundation support for the Institute’s new building. To make 
matters worse, Plaut was appointed deputy director of the Institute in 
1931 when Spielmeyer retired. In other words, after Hitler’s “national 
revolution” Rüdin faced a situation where an eminent Jewish scientist 
with close ties to, and substantial financial support from, the Rockefeller 
Foundation was second in command at the Munich Institute. Moreover, 
Rüdin’s internationally respected head of the Department of Neuropa-
thology, Spielmeyer, although “Aryan,” was an anti-Nazi and married to 
a woman who had “Jews in the family.” Spielmeyer also had good rela-
tions to RF officers and, like Plaut, enjoyed a healthy amount of funding 
from America’s leading philanthropic organization.65

When the National Socialist government passed the notorious Gesetz 
zur Wiederherstellung des Berufsbeamtentums (Law for the Reestablish-
ment of the Professional Civil Service) in April 1933—a measure designed 
to eliminate Jews and politically suspect individuals from civil service 
positions in Germany—Neubürger and Plaut were initially exempt. Ap-
parently, Kaiser Wilhelm Society President Planck intervened to avoid 
causing Plaut any “unnecessary embarrassment,” especially since he en-
joyed the financial support of the Americans.66 Such actions were typical 
of the Society in the early years of the Third Reich; Germany’s most pres-
tigious research society attempted to hold on to world-renowned German 
Jewish scientists as long as possible. In the case of the German Research 
Institute for Psychiatry, the Kaiser Wilhelm Society could rightly claim 
that the Institute was not entirely state supported, and therefore Jew-
ish scientists employed there could legally be exempted from immediate 
expulsion. However, the Society offered no large-scale resistance to the 
Nazis’ escalating anti-Semitic policies; it always accepted the “inevita-
ble.” After the passing of the Nuremberg Laws in September 1935, Rüdin 
terminated the positions of Neubürger and Plaut.67

Even prior to the official “retirement” of the Institute’s Jewish scien-
tists, Spielmeyer and Plaut kept the RF abreast of the unhappy turn of 
events in Munich. The correspondence between them and RF officials as 
well as the private reactions of the latter toward German racial policies 
early in the Third Reich provide an interesting perspective on the scien-
tific politics of America’s premier philanthropic organization. It raises 
thorny ethical issues as to whether political considerations should have 
played a role in the Foundation’s funding of biomedical science under 
the swastika.
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As early as September 1933, RF Officer Robert Lambert noted the po-
litical changes at the Rüdin Institute in his diary. Spielmeyer had appar-
ently informed him that the “present atmosphere is not conducive to the 
peace of mind necessary for objective research” there. “Developments in 
the past six weeks,” he told Lambert, “have made it clear that the [govern-
ment] intends to carry out an educational program under which universi-
ties and separate research institutes must serve the immediate interests 
of the National-socialist regime.” Lambert reflected upon Spielmeyer’s 
situation: here was a fifty-four-year-old scientist with a “partly Jewish” 
wife and an eight-year-old daughter. What should he do?68 Alan Gregg’s 
diary entries testify to the growing uneasiness at the Munich Institute. 
During his meeting with Spielmeyer in June 1934, the neuropathologist 
informed Gregg that he was “ashamed of the . . . silence [among academ-
ics] regarding the developments in Germany.” Gregg also reflected upon 
his lunch with Plaut. While pouring coffee for his guest, the serologist re-
marked that he might not be able to do so by next November. As it turned 
out, it took a bit longer than Plaut expected for him to be officially retired 
from his post. Plaut commented in a communiqué to RF Officer O’Brien 
that when Rüdin extended invitations to him, it was merely to “create 
a favorable impression with the RF.” However, he was not deceived by 
these gestures; indeed Plaut told Rüdin that “he would never risk the pos-
sible embarrassment of going to a German hotel.”69

We will recall Spielmeyer’s comments on the expansion of Rüdin’s De-
partment within the Institute. He informed Gregg that the RF-supported 
Chemical Division would have to be sacrificed because “Professor Rüdin 
needs the space.” Spielmeyer’s Department budget was cut by 30,000 RM. 
Gregg was also apprised of the “coordination” of the Society of German 
Neurologists and Psychiatrists; in the future, Spielmeyer remarked, every-
thing having to do with psychiatric research will fall under the “Govern-
mental Commissar for Racial Matters, that is, under Ernst Rüdin.”70 By 
January 1935, the neuropathologist had informed Gregg that he could 
not “stand the climate” at the Institute any longer.71 Spielmeyer had be-
come so depressed about his situation that when he suddenly died in 
the wake of a severe bout with flu on February 6, 1935, the RF speculated 
that he had taken his own life.72 Spielmeyer’s successor, Willibald Scholz 
(1889–1971), developed friendly relations with Alan Gregg but was never 
able to challenge Rüdin’s position at the Institute. With Spielmeyer’s 
death and the forced removal of Plaut, Rüdin became the unchallenged 
Führer of the Munich Institute. The interests of the Genealogy Depart-
ment and that of the German Research Institute for Psychiatry virtually 
became one and the same.
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From the above comments it is clear that the RF knew of the politically 
motivated organizational changes at the Institute almost immediately 
after the Nazi takeover, and the officers were certainly not in the dark 
regarding the actions of its director. How did the RF react? We mentioned 
in chapter 1 that at least Lambert recognized the degree of anti-Semitism 
at German universities even prior to the “national revolution.” On the 
other hand, there was a naively optimistic view of German science just 
months before Hitler assumed the Chancellorship. This naïveté contin-
ued in some quarters even after January 1933. The lack of evidence for 
the existence of a “Nordic race” in the publications of the RF-sponsored 
anthropological survey of Germans seemed to signal to a couple of of-
ficers in the Social Science Division that biology under the swastika was 
not tainted by politics.73 This upbeat position, however, was in stark con-
trast to Gregg’s view that Germany would not provide “much of a milieu 
for science in the near future.” RF Officer O’Brien, also from the Medical 
Division, shared a similar assessment. As early as March 1933, he recog-
nized the precarious nature of the Jews in Germany and the fear of the 
population toward expressing any “political views that were against the 
Party in power.” Although skepticism in this domain was well founded, 
Gregg’s belief in the instability of the Nazi regime as late as June 1934 and 
his musings about the possible positive economic effects of a shift toward 
the communists reveal that the Foundation as a whole had no clear pic-
ture of the political landscape of the country into which it continued to 
pour its research dollars.74

Interestingly, the question of whether the American philanthropic 
organization was funding politically tainted research came to a head in 
late 1933 or early 1934 when its New York Office received “several caustic 
inquiries” into its dealings with the Munich Institute. In December 1933, 
Bruce Bliven from the New Republic wrote that “a would-be contributor” 
to the magazine informed him that money from the philanthropy was 
funneled to support the German Research Institute for Psychiatry. This 
Institute, he claimed, has “now largely lost its scientific character” and 
became a center for the National Socialist worldview. On February 2, 
1934, an article published in The American Hebrew reported that a Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute in Munich was “spreading Nazi propaganda under the 
cloak of science” with the financial support of the RF and the Loeb estate. 
Apparently, a day before the article appeared, an American rabbi also ac-
cused the RF of supporting racism.75

At this point, RF Officer Thomas Appleget wrote to the philanthropy’s 
major attorney explaining his side of the story. He mentioned that the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in question was the “Kraepelin Institute” and 
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that the RF had indeed paid for its new building. In addition, $89,000 was 
given to support the work of Spielmeyer and Plaut. The two men, Appleget  
continued, were still “on the job” and were “conducting the research as 
originally planned in a thoroughly objective and scientific spirit.” Rüdin, 
Appleget conceded, continued to be a member of the Institute, but he 
never received any RF grants for his work. “Rüdin’s present political affili-
ations were not under the control of the Institute or the Kaiser Wilhelm 
[Society],” he added. Perhaps Rüdin and others at the Munich Institute 
wrote scientifically dubious articles in the building funded by the RF. 
Nothing could be done about that. The grant to Spielmeyer and Plaut was 
itself subject to revision if either left the Institute, Appleget reassured his 
lawyer. However, there was no indication of that happening. Under these 
circumstances, Appleget continued, “I think it is quite untrue to say that 
the Foundation funds are being used to subsidize race prejudice.” Later 
in the month Appleget wrote a memo to a fellow RF officer in the French 
Office admitting to receiving “a number of inquiries from various liberal 
groups” regarding the RF’s connection to the Munich Institute.76

What are we to make of Appleget’s explanation? The only fact that 
must be contested is his assertion that the RF never supported Rüdin. Al-
though the Medical Division had not done so, the Social Science Division 
supported the anthropological survey of the German people. This error 
aside, the Foundation’s continued support of research within Rüdin’s 
Institute—even the “good science” practiced by Plaut and Spielmeyer—
leads to questions concerning its culpability toward funding an institu-
tion so complicit with Nazi racial ideology. Indeed, it raises the thorny 
issue of whether any philanthropic organization should fund “good sci-
ence” in otherwise unacceptable circumstances, or whether it should take 
a political and moral stance by withholding its money. The RF’s official 
position was that politics was irrelevant as long as it was funding “good 
science.”

Regardless of the Foundation’s responsibility toward its funding of 
the German Research Institute, what remains beyond question is that RF  
officers in the Medical Division were profoundly saddened by Spielmey-
er’s death. In addition, money tied to his research was terminated despite 
Rüdin’s pleas for continued funding. When Plaut was officially “relieved 
of his responsibilities” on October 10, 1935, the RF funds he received 
were not given to his successor, Franz Jahnel.77 Whatever the official RF 
policy might have been, it was clear by late 1935 that the forced removal 
of Plaut and the proliferation of Nazi racial policy measures had definitely 
soured the Medical Division officers toward Rüdin and his Institute. As 
Lambert wrote O’Brien, “one might think from reading Rüdin’s letter 
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that nothing had happened except Spielmeyer’s death. But he certainly 
must know that from our viewpoint Germany’s Nazification of science 
has created a situation totally different from that which existed in 1930 
when the grants for Spielmeyer and Plaut’s work were made. And he 
certainly must realize the effect on Foundation Officers and trustees of 
Plaut’s dismissal.”78 It would be interesting to know whether the RF of-
ficers’ reluctance to further support the Rüdin Institute had more to do 
with the Munich research center’s politics, a more reflective understand-
ing of the relationship between science and governmental policy, or with 
the belief that the science under the swastika was no longer “good.” By 
early 1936, the Foundation Council of the Munich Institute recognized 
“the difficult situation” it faced owing to the government’s anti-Semitic 
policies.79 At any rate, RF funding to the Institute was finally and com-
pletely curtailed at the end of 1937. By that time, the RF could no longer 
hide its contempt for Rüdin and the racial policies he stood for; it saw 
his attempt to secure money for the allegedly “non-political scientific 
needs or activities of one of the constituent departments” of the Ger-
man Research Institute as irritating.80 RF officers from the Medical Section 
helped underwrite Plaut’s salary in a London hospital in 1939 after he left 
Germany. The despondent émigré committed suicide in 1940.81

“Liberal quarters” in the United States not only pointed a finger at the 
RF; they also accused the trustees of the Loeb estate of supporting research 
that could have been used against the great German Jewish benefactor 
had he not died in May 1933. Although Loeb left a significant amount of 
money to the German Research Institute, practical difficulties in execut-
ing the will as well as the possible intervention of Loeb’s “Aryan” step-
son, Joseph Hambuechen, prevented Rüdin from profiting from it.82 In 
late 1935, Kaiser Wilhelm Society General Secretary Glum promised the  
Munich director that he would do everything possible to keep Ham-
buechen in the Foundation Council—although he did not think it would 
be easy “considering the catastrophic impact that the Nuremberg Laws 
had, especially in the Anglo-Saxon countries.”83 The only Loeb revenue 
that Rüdin had access to, and was anxious to protect, was the sum ear-
marked as “special funds.” In fact, in 1940, fearing that America would 
enter the war against Germany, Rüdin did all in his power to make sure 
the money was “not completely lost”; he suggested a transfer of the funds 
to a Swiss bank as quickly as possible.84

Considering the flack over the support of racist research at the Munich 
Institute, it is worth discussing just what role “race” played in the scien-
tific work at the Genealogy Department—the only department where 
“race” in the anthropological sense of the term was an issue. In con-
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trast to the Dahlem Institute where Fischer from the outset instituted 
a research program based on the genetics of normal and pathological 
racial differences, Rüdin’s Department, both before and after 1933, was 
dedicated to psychiatric genetics. Race, anthropologically speaking, was 
not a part of its research agenda. We will recall that the word “race” had 
multiple meanings at this time; its use during the first half of the twenti-
eth century was not considered unscientific or politically incorrect. Race 
could either be used to denote any interbreeding population, including 
the Vitalrasse (the entire human race), or it could be understood as a 
Systemrasse (an individual racial group) within a population. In almost 
all cases where the term “race” was used by Genealogy Department re-
searchers, it was employed in the first sense. Scientists there were inter-
ested in mental illnesses of the German Volksgemeinschaft, whereby the 
latter term did not implicitly have any anti-Semitic connotation as far as 
these researchers were concerned. Interest in the distribution of mental 
illnesses among individual racial groups was not a significant part of their 
research project. However, as early as 1911, Rüdin accepted that “racial 
mixtures” could lead to degeneration; he was in favor of “racial purity” 
as a prophylactic measure.85

What this all meant for Rüdin and his Genealogy Department cowork-
ers in the context of the Third Reich—when “race” was imbued with 
a clear political meaning—was that the term was employed in differ-
ent ways at different times. For professional consumption, “Rasse” was 
usually understood in terms of Volksgemeinschaft; scientists intention-
ally employed the term vaguely.86 When used for popular consumption 
or applying for research money, biomedical practitioners almost always 
included “racial purity” as part of their discussion. For example, when 
Rüdin gave a formal talk at the Military Academy in Berlin in 1937, he 
stressed the importance of achieving racial purity in his definition of the 
task of racial hygiene. In his letters to the Führer, Rüdin always mentioned 
that he and his Institute were working in Hitler’s interest—implying 
that he dedicated his research not only to improving the genetic qual-
ity of Germans, but ridding them of foreign (i.e., Jewish) blood.87 Given  
Rüdin’s interest in promoting himself as an authority on Nazi racial pol-
icy as well as securing research funding for his Institute, it should come 
as little surprise that his use of the word Rasse was flexible; it was defined 
to fit the moment and circumstance.

However, if one asks whether Rüdin was anti-Semitic and approved 
of Nazi anti-Semitic policies, one finds oneself in a gray zone. Certainly, 
Rüdin did not applaud racial mixtures. He fired Plaut and Neubürger 
when requested to do so—apparently with no questions asked. He did, 
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however, help Jews unofficially, especially if they were in his field of re-
search.88 Apparently, he intervened at his own Institute. In 1936, Rüdin 
asked Glum whether the “25% non-Aryan” daughter of a former psychia-
trist in Heidelberg could be employed in the Department of Neuropathol-
ogy. The General Secretary replied that if the chairman of the Foundation 
Council of the Institute had no objections, neither would he, “as it is 
only a question of a technical assistant”—a comment that says as much 
about the official attitude of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society on the “Jewish 
question” as it does about Rüdin.89 It should also be pointed out that no 
racial genealogies of the kind carried out at the Dahlem Institute were 
undertaken in Munich;90 although this was not the Institute’s area of 
expertise. Rüdin, as we noted from the letter described at the opening of 
the chapter, shared the anti-Semitism prevalent among conservative na-
tionalists at the time. The Munich director certainly opposed the crudest 
anti-Jewish rhetoric and practice common during the Third Reich in such 
publications as Der Stürmer. When asked by a colleague whether a person 
submitting a manuscript for a professional journal should have to specify 
his or her racial background, Rüdin insisted that such information should 
be gathered informally.91 That Rüdin worked with Jewish colleagues prior 
to 1933, apparently without incident, would suggest that there was noth-
ing unusual about his form of anti-Semitism. In sum, Rüdin profited both 
professionally and financially from the multifaceted meaning of “race” 
during the Third Reich; the word served him as an invaluable linguis-
tic resource. Although it is difficult to assess the nature of Rüdin’s anti- 
Semitism, it appears similar to what was typical among conservative na-
tionalists at the time. The important difference, of course, was that the 
Munich director was not just any conservative nationalist during the 
Third Reich. Moreover—whether out of commitment or convenience—
Rüdin joined the Nazi Party in 1937.92

Conflicts and Controversies

By the time the Munich director became a member of the NSDAP, he was 
a serious player in the field of Nazi racial policy. As has been mentioned, 
he was the head of the leading professional organization in his field, 
the Führer of the German Society for Racial Hygiene, and “court” racial 
policy expert for the government. He also held a chair at the University of  
Munich and was the president of the International Federation of Eugenics 
Organizations. The German Research Institute for Psychiatry housed 
scientific guests from numerous countries, including Denmark, Great  
Britain, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, and the United States. The 
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eminent Swedish genealogist and paternity expert Erik Essen-Möller and 
the renowned English psychiatrist Eliot Slater worked in Rüdin’s Geneal-
ogy Department during the prewar years. Although many of these for-
eign guests, like Slater, were critical of Rüdin’s role under the swastika, 
their willingness to put political differences aside and journey to Munich 
insured that the Institute was not professionally isolated—at least prior 
to the war.93 Rüdin was certainly happy to house foreign researchers at 
the Institute, as long as they did not politically embarrass him. As Rüdin 
stated in a letter to a famous Dutch geneticist, he could ill afford to have 
someone at his Institute who “had an anti-German outlook.” He chas-
tised Slater for his article in the British Eugenics Review, since it painted 
the Sterilization Law in a negative light. Slater, Rüdin bemoaned, did not 
alter the wording of the piece as he suggested. The director expected his 
longtime British guest to understand his official position and that of his 
Institute; he obviously viewed Slater’s actions as a professional slap in 
the face.94

Leaving aside the occasional problems he faced from his foreign guests, 
during the prewar years Rüdin entangled himself in a number of profes-
sional and personal conflicts and controversies. One, involving a close 
colleague in his own Institute, was never publicly aired; other conflicts 

25	 Rüdin in his circle of female assistants in the Department of Genealogy and Demography,  
ca. 1938. photo courtesy of the Historisches archiv des Max-planck-instituts für psychiatrie.
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pitted the Munich director against important human geneticists at other 
research institutes. Rüdin also became part of a larger Nazi state-Party 
controversy—the kind that frequently marred the functioning of laws 
and policies in the Third Reich.

As we mentioned, Luxenburger was one of Rüdin’s oldest and clos-
est colleagues. Known internationally for his work on the genetics of 
schizophrenia using twins as subjects, the Catholic eugenicist—perhaps 
owing to religious conviction, perhaps owing to scientific caution—was 
initially loath to endorse mandatory sterilization. While this was not 
an issue prior to the proclamation of the Law for the Prevention of Ge-
netically Diseased Offspring, it certainly was afterward. An article written 
by Luxenburger scheduled for publication after August 1933 (i.e., after 
the Law was made public) contained statements seemingly opposed to 
the new measure. As it turns out, the heretical article was nipped in the 
bud, done so paternally, if sternly, by Rüdin’s patron, Gütt. The highest- 
ranking Nazi health minister told Rüdin in no uncertain terms that 
Luxenburger’s statements were now unacceptable. He even hinted that 
perhaps Luxenburger was dispensable. Upon receiving Gütt’s letter, the 
Munich director immediately responded by thanking his friend for spar-
ing him any embarrassment by apprising him of the matter. Luxenburger 
clearly wrote the article in which he criticized forced sterilization as a 
measure “opposed to the professional ethics of a physician” prior to the 
passing of the Law, the Genealogy Department head emphatically as-
sured his patron. Luxenburger saw his error and now stood “completely 
on the side of the government,” Rüdin replied. No additional “measures” 
were necessary.95

Although Rüdin shielded his colleague from denunciation, if not 
a worse fate, his intervention could not hide the differences between 
them. In what could only be viewed as a courageous act, Luxenburger 
publicly stated in 1934 that the regime’s eugenic goals could only be ac-
complished in an atmosphere of scientific freedom. “Science,” the twin 
expert asserted, “had to . . . remain free; it should not be the servant, but 
rather the master, of its own house.” Only in this way, he continued, 
could it truly be free to serve society.96 Although there is no evidence that 
his boss reprimanded him for these sentiments, they could not have been 
entirely welcome. To say the least, Rüdin did not give the impression that 
his research was shackled by Nazi ideology.

In a very revealing correspondence between Luxenburger and his fel-
low twin specialist von Verschuer, the former vented his frustrations over 
the tensions at the Institute; he also commented on the professional tight-
rope he was constantly asked to walk. The Luxenburger–von Verschuer 
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exchange suggests an ambiance at the Munich Institute that hardly 
matched Kraepelin’s desire for “scientific tolerance” and “versatility.”

In a letter referring to a manuscript that Luxenburger submitted 
to von Verschuer’s journal Der Erbarzt, the latter complained that his  
Munich colleague was too radical in his views on negative eugenic mea-
sures. According to the Frankfurt director, Luxenburger’s alleged will-
ingness to counsel many people who were not suffering from a genetic 
disease (but who might have a deleterious recessive trait) from having a 
family was wrong. “Our Volk cannot afford this,” von Verschuer wrote. 
He believed that Luxenburger undervalued the significance of policies 
designed to encourage the “fit” to have larger families.

In his written response, the Munich psychiatric geneticist let loose his 
pent-up anger. First, he thought it odd that one had the right to forcibly 
sterilize individuals but encourage their children to marry. In Munich,  
Luxenburger sarcastically remarked, the inherent eugenic logic was 
clearer than it apparently was in Frankfurt. He also found it more than a 
bit ironic that von Verschuer criticized his strictness, while Rüdin blamed 
him for being a softy. “For months,” he bemoaned to von Verschuer, 
“I have had the most difficult time merely because I have declined to 
forbid all siblings of schizophrenics the right to have children—difficul-
ties which I do not even wish to mention.” “Even today,” the Munich 
geneticist lamented, he got into a heated argument because he refused 
to forbid a “healthy warm-hearted girl to have children, only because 
she had a schizophrenic aunt.” And now, Luxenburger complained to 
his colleague, he had the audacity to declare his position to be too radi-
cal “when I constantly risk losing my [financial] existence (and perhaps 
more) because I am considered too lax and yielding.”

The Munich geneticist continued his litany of complaints. He con-
stantly tries to moderate things here, but only succeeded in hurting him-
self “in ways you could not imagine,” Luxenburger caustically informed 
von Verschuer. If he dared to state that, as a rule, children of schizophren-
ics should be allowed to have families, “I would be hanged.” That might 
not be so bad, Luxenburger continued, but then “I could no longer be of 
help. At least now, I am sometimes able to prevent a sibling or a child of 
a schizophrenic from being denied the right to procreate—people, who, if 
they went to any other counselor here, would be strictly forbidden from 
marrying.” The beleaguered Luxenburger ended his letter by informing 
von Verschuer that the latter had the luxury of passing judgment within 
the relatively free atmosphere of Berlin and Frankfurt. The Fischer protégé 
could hardly understand the difficulties Luxenburger faced in Munich; 
nobody, he argued, who had not been forced to “breathe the Munich air” 
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had the right to utter a negative comment about him. Two days later, von 
Verschuer responded to his colleague’s long letter. Although he did in-
deed realize that the “Munich air” was different than that further north, 
the Frankfurt twin specialist was shocked to hear how radical the ra-
cial hygienic views were in the Bavarian capital. Perhaps, von Verschuer 
mused, “the time was not yet ripe for a moderate standpoint.”97

Luxenburger’s boss also had conflicts with researchers outside his 
own Institute. Rüdin himself butted heads with von Verschuer and with 
Fischer over the use of personal data and research subjects. However, it 
suffices to limit ourselves to the Rüdin-Fischer conflict.98

In June 1937 Fischer complained to Rüdin that a member of his Mu-
nich Institute was collecting data on twins in Berlin for a study on the 
role of heredity in diabetes—a topic that the Dahlem director viewed as 
falling within the research locus of his Institute. Fischer was “unpleas-
antly surprised” that the Munich director “intruded” on a research topic 
supposedly far removed from Rüdin’s sphere of scientific interest; in es-
sence, Fischer remarked, Rüdin’s assistant—with the Munich director’s 
blessing—was attempting to steal “scientific material” Fischer worked 
so hard and so long to collect. According to the Dahlem director, “it is 
not practical for us to compete over these [human subjects].” Although 
Fischer would not, and could not, prevent anyone from working on 
diabetes, he did not “consider it correct, not to mention, collegial,” to 
steal data. He suggested to Rüdin that they respect each other’s spheres 
of scientific influence. He promised to allow the Munich director and 
his coworkers access to his material dealing with diseases that, “owing 
to their rarity,” could only be investigated using data on twins. Fischer 
ended his arrogantly worded letter hoping Rüdin would understand his 
position. It is possible that Fischer’s caustic remarks stemmed from an 
earlier promise by Rüdin to respect the scientific interests of other human 
geneticists whose work entailed twin studies, which he gave in a letter to 
von Verschuer.99

Fischer’s communiqué was followed by an acerbic response by the 
Munich director. After denying that he was in any way a scientific “in-
truder” in Fischer’s research field, Rüdin told the Dahlem director in no 
uncertain terms that nobody had a “monopoly on material or areas of re-
search.” The Genealogy Department head first mentioned that he didn’t 
complain when one of Fischer’s assistants worked on a topic in criminal 
biology—a field allegedly in his bailiwick. As a result, Rüdin assumed that 
their earlier gentlemen’s agreement to avoid overlapping research was 
null and void. In any event, earlier divisions between the two Institutes’ 
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research fields had to do with politics no longer relevant in the Third 
Reich. “Today,” Rüdin emphasized, “I am happy about the larger degree 
of [scientific] freedom in this regard.” He then declared that studies of the 
inheritance of disorders connected to the central nervous system lay en-
tirely in his scientific domain; obviously diabetes fell into this category. 
Twin studies, the empirical hereditary prognosis, and family studies were 
critical for his work. Perhaps the distancing between the Dahlem and the 
Munich Institutes following the “Muckermann affair,” Rüdin continued, 
explained why Fischer did not realize that his Institute was also working 
on diabetes. Indeed, this research was supported by the Reich Ministry 
of the Interior. And anyway, Rüdin added, “competition for the best and 
quickest results can only be in the interest of the state and the German 
people.” Rüdin ended his less than friendly letter in the hope that Fischer 
would soon realize that he was not the “dangerous” scientific “‘intruder’” 
depicted by the Dahlem director.100

The Fischer-Rüdin controversy—although revealing for what it tells 
us about the mind-set of the two directors—also raises interesting ques-
tions about the role of social convention and acceptable competition 
in scientific work. Whether or not researchers should have a monopoly 
on certain areas of investigation once they have made their mark in a 
field; whether in cases where human subjects and financial resources are 
limited, it would be both practical and in the best interest of scientific 
advancement for institutes to articulate clear demarcations of research 
domains; or, as Rüdin suggested, whether it is not more advantageous to 
have stiff competition among institutes and their researchers—all these 
are important queries that transcend this particular debate between two 
biomedical practitioners in Nazi Germany.

As a case in point, we can reflect on a somewhat similar, if far more 
famous, case of scientific propriety in the controversial work The Double 
Helix. In his “personal account” of the “race” to discover DNA, James 
Watson describes how he and Francis Crick were interested in nucleic 
acid, but unfortunately found themselves at an institute in Cambridge, 
Great Britain, that had agreed to restrict its attention to the structure of 
proteins. DNA was “the personal property” of Maurice Wilkins at King’s 
College in London, although it was his “assistant,” Rosalind Franklin, 
whose painstaking empirical research made the discovery of its structure 
possible. During the financially lean postwar years in Great Britain, it was 
common for scientific institutes to have clearly demarcated research do-
mains. It was not considered good form to work on an area of research as-
signed to another institute; to do so as part of a stealth operation—as did 
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Watson and Crick—was an affront against scientific convention at the 
time. One can certainly view them as having stolen Rosalind Franklin’s  
data—the very information they needed to construct the correct  
Tinkertoy-like model of DNA.101 The Fischer-Rüdin conflict as well as that 
between the scientific players in Great Britain in the early 1950s reminds 
us that such questions about acceptable scientific practice remain both 
contentious and unresolved.

In addition to intra- and interinstitutional conflicts, Rüdin became 
indirectly embroiled in a far more significant state-party clash over the 
execution of the Sterilization Law. We will recall that the Nazi state was 
plagued by rivalries between ministries and the individuals who headed 
them. Gerhard Wagner, leader of the Nationalsozialistischer Ärztebund 
(National Socialist Physicians League), often complained that the authors 
of the Law had not taken party considerations into account. Party mem-
bers were not immune from the Law’s inhibitions on procreation; some 
individuals, Wagner insisted, had made useful political contributions but 
were placed in the nebulous category of “feebleminded” by state medi-
cal officials. For Wagner, many of the medical referees on the Hereditary  
Health Courts were “shortsighted genetics fanatics” pursuing a “science 
alienated from the life of the people.” In 1937, he demanded that the 
Hereditary Health Courts be responsible to the party, something that 
Gütt and Rüdin were naturally opposed to. The situation between party 
and state became so tense, that the Führer was asked to intervene. It is 
probably not accidental that Rüdin became a party member precisely 
when the conflict over who would be in charge of this key element of 
Nazi racial policy came to a head.102 Gütt’s response to Hitler’s effort at 
reconciliation between the state medical bureaucracy and the party ap-
paratus is instructive for what he thought about his scientific right-hand 
man, Rüdin.

After informing the Führer that he and the Munich director were “very 
angry” over Wagner’s attempts to discredit them, Gütt explained that by 
selecting Rüdin as his trusted assistant to write the commentary to the 
Law, he chose “a worthy researcher and pioneer . . . who also enjoyed the 
greatest reputation abroad.” Gütt did admit that the Munich director’s 
original view of the Law’s wording was stricter than his own. As a “prac-
tical man,” he “sought the middle way.” Apparently, Rüdin and Gütt 
reached agreement only after difficult negotiations. But now, Gütt as-
serted, the Law and commentary were viewed both at home and abroad 
as a “standard work.” Indeed, Gütt informed Hitler, he specifically saw 
to it that Rüdin attended international congresses to defend National 
Socialist eugenic policy. That the Genealogy Department head was suc-
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cessful in this endeavor was recognized by Reinhard Heydrich, second in 
command to Himmler in the SS.103

Although many of the complaints Wagner brought forth in his attack 
on the Gütt-Rüdin-Ruttke interpretation of the Law were purely partisan 
and designed to transfer decisions to sterilize from state medical bureau-
crats and racial hygiene academics to party hacks, the broad construction-
ist interpretation of the Law had denied many the right to be parents 
on dubious grounds, to say the least. There is evidence that by 1937 
pressure was placed on the courts to rethink the way decisions regard-
ing sterilization were made; Wagner’s complaints obviously did not go 
unheeded. For example, in the district of Jena, the Appellate Hereditary 
Health Court required physicians and judges sitting on the lower courts 
to become familiar with the demands of agricultural and manual labor in 
the region; they were asked to gain some grassroots experience by speak-
ing with the foreman of small factories about the work requirements of 
particular jobs. This information should be considered in cases where 
individuals coming before the courts were diagnosed as “borderline- 
feebleminded.” The decision to require sterilization would be made on 
the basis of whether individuals were “fit for life”—that is, if they could 
work efficiently.104

There were other serious problems with how the Law was executed 
that raised concerns. Although the Law had strict provisions for protect-
ing the sterilized from discrimination, this was certainly not always fol-
lowed. R.R., a man sterilized in 1937 at age twenty because of his alleged 
heredity blindness, wrote a letter in 1942 to the Hereditary Health Court 
in Munich demanding that the judgment be reversed. The reason: R.R. 
had suffered untold professional and social hardships owing to his forced 
sterilization. At the time he was assured that the “procedure was viewed 
as a sacrifice for the good of the society and would be viewed as such.” 
Since R.R was a minor when the decision was made, his father, who had 
no knowledge of genetics, accepted the operation with the proviso that it 
would not harm his son later in life. The decision to prevent his son from 
having a family was based on one piece of evidence from the University 
of Munich Eye Clinic. There was little else the father could do but acqui-
esce, since he could not afford a lawyer knowledgeable in the Law. After 
the operation, several eye specialists informed R.R. that his blindness 
was not genetic; in other words, his illness did not fall under the provi-
sions of the Law. That having been said, R.R. listed the disadvantages 
he faced as a marked man: his stipend to attend a school for the blind 
was rescinded; when he wanted to marry he was told that such a union 
was not in Germany’s interest; he was denied party membership when  
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his sterilization became known; the term “genetically ill” was in all his  
personal files; and finally, he doubted that he would gain employment  
as an elementary school teacher’s assistant. R.R. was applying to have the 
decision reversed, not, of course, so that he could once again be fertile; 
but he saw himself as a “completely worthy, productive member of so-
ciety” and wanted the stigma of “genetically ill” removed, once and for 
all, from his records.105

Although we cannot state whether R.R. was successful in his effort to 
destigmatize himself, we do know that a compromise was reached be-
tween the state and party; in 1938 a third and final version of the Law was 
drafted that allowed the party to intervene in cases coming before the He-
reditary Health Court. Owing to Wagner’s waning influence, this change 
never came into effect. More significant for the future, however, was the 
establishment of an Ausschuß für Erbgesundheitsfragen (Committee for 
Questions of Genetics) within the Reich Ministry of the Interior. It would 
soon serve as the organizational basis for an operation far more radical 
than sterilization: “euthanasia.”106

The Munich Pact: Act II

The Bargain with the Nazi Black Suits, the SS

By 1939 Rüdin was at the height of his power. His sixty-fifth birthday 
was marked by numerous commemorative volumes; his colleagues paid 
tribute to the importance of the empirical hereditary prognosis for psy-
chiatric genetics and Rüdin’s contributions to eugenic legislation during 
the Third Reich. He received the prestigious Goethe Medal for Arts and 
Sciences from the Reich Ministry of the Interior as well as numerous other 
awards for his accomplishments in racial hygiene.107 The Munich director 
had also won the full confidence of the party. When asked whether he 
should be allowed to give talks on the Sterilization Law, the party judg-
ment was clear: “His political trustworthiness can not be doubted.”108 For 
his part, Rüdin continued to demonstrate his loyalty to the regime. In a 
letter thanking Frick for his warm birthday greetings, the Munich direc-
tor emphasized that he would continue to serve both the Reich minister 
and the Führer “as long as his energy allowed.”109

Rüdin’s role as “court” racial policy advisor notwithstanding, he 
still struggled to find sufficient financial backing to support the ever- 
expanding research projects undertaken in his Department; according 
to one of his assistants, there were no less than twenty medically trained 
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workers and fifty to sixty secretarial and office staff at the Genealogy 
Department by 1939.110 Unable to live within his budget since the start 
of his directorship, he managed to cover his shortfall during the prewar 
years of the Third Reich by appealing directly to the Führer. Well before 
this unusual source of revenue no longer became available to him, Rüdin 
was questioned about his inability to curb his fiscal appetite. For its part, 
the Kaiser Wilhelm Society warned him as early as 1936 that responsible 
parties were wondering why the price tag for his Department’s research 
was so exorbitant. The general feeling at the German Research Council— 
at the time a significant source of revenue for the Institute—was that  
Rüdin should accomplish more for less money. After all, half of all money 
earmarked to support genetics at the Research Council for the fiscal year 
of 1937 was already funneled to the Munich Institute. Even the official 
Minutes of the German Research Institute for Psychiatry’s Foundation 
Council’s meeting mentioned that Rüdin’s Department “has been at-
tacked in some quarters” for its extravagant monetary demands.111

By 1939, but before the outbreak of war, Rüdin thought himself to be 
in an untenable financial situation. He expressed his dismay in a letter 
to his trusted patron Gütt. The German Research Council did not have 
sufficient funds to support the Institute; the Reich Chancellery insisted 
that Rüdin secure money through normal channels. The Munich direc-
tor believed that the Kaiser Wilhelm Society had promised to secure the 
funding he requested, if necessary from special sources. It turned out, 
however, that he had misunderstood the new general secretary, Ernst 
Telschow. The Society would be cutting 160,000 RM from his budget. 
After listing the research projects and personnel that would have to be 
axed if immediate help were not forthcoming, Rüdin vented his exas-
peration at the fiscal crisis confronting him. “I cannot believe that the 
state agencies whose Führer never tires of emphasizing that racial effi-
ciency and genetic health are the foundation of the German state,” the 
Munich director wrote Gütt, “would allow the Institute that dedicates 
itself full-time to compiling the scientific groundwork for this goal to 
[simply] languish.”112

If the state ministries and funding agencies were unwilling or unable 
to come through for Rüdin, perhaps a more influential source might serve 
as his financial savior. Just days before he wrote his letter to Gütt, the 
Munich director made the fateful decision to appeal directly to the Black 
Suits. By this time the SS was the most powerful and, for the “enemies 
of the state,” the most dreaded Nazi organization. Perhaps recognizing 
that Gütt no longer had the clout he once commanded, Rüdin met with 
the Reich manager of the SS-Ahnenerbe (SS-Ancestral Research Society),  
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Wolfram Sievers, in Berlin on June 19. Founded by SS-Chief Himmler in 
1935 to promote interdisciplinary “scholarship” to foster Germanic cul-
ture throughout Europe, the Ahnenerbe was certainly well endowed.113 
It was the logical association within the growing SS empire for Rüdin to 
seek out. He certainly assumed that Sievers would find the work under-
taken at the Institute relevant to the racial concerns of his boss.

As it turns out, Rüdin’s primary contact person in the Ahnenerbe would 
be a dean and the Rector of the University of Munich, Walther Wüst 
(1901–91). A high-ranking SS officer with excellent scholarly credentials 
and close personal ties to Himmler, Wüst was the Kurator (academic direc-
tor) of the organization. Days after his initial meeting with Sievers, Rüdin 
wrote Wüst indicating his scientific and financial motives for approach-
ing the Ahnenerbe. This important letter constitutes the second, and for 
Rüdin ill-fated, “Munich Pact.” It was initiated solely by him.

After praising Wüst’s new Institute and the scholarship undertaken 
by the Ahnenerbe, the Genealogy Department head suggested that work 
on “protoplasmic” (genetic) ancestral history would provide a “welcome 
addition” to the organization’s emphasis on cultural ancestral research. 
What Rüdin specifically proposed was research currently undertaken in 
his Department of Genetic Talent and Hereditary Health employing the 
empirical hereditary prognosis; such work naturally fit into the research 
portfolio of the Ahnenerbe, the Munich director assured Wüst. Rüdin 
informed the Kurator of the several Black Suit researchers already work-
ing in his Department, including a woman, Dr. Käthe Hell, who was very 
close to the SS “in her outlook.” In discussing the colleagues who had 
been with him from the beginning, Rüdin went out of his way to men-
tion that Dr. Adele Juda, despite her last name, was 100 percent Aryan 
and “looked Nordic.” More importantly, she was undertaking significant 
work on the inheritance of talent. Although his other long-standing co-
worker, Bruno Schulz, was not a “flaming National Socialist,” he was 
“a national-mined man through and through” whose usefulness for the 
Ahnenerbe he could assure without reservation. Interestingly, Rüdin 
said nothing about Luxenburger. Perhaps the Munich director felt that 
it would be disadvantageous to mention him given the twin specialist’s 
earlier conflict with the crude anti-Semite Streicher, and because of the 
party view that, as a Catholic, Luxenburger was an outsider who could 
not be trusted.114 In any event, Rüdin clearly felt that his Institute had 
something to offer Wüst.

At this point, Rüdin related his dire financial circumstances to Wüst: 
160,000 RM had been cut from his budget. He told the Kurator that he 
would need money immediately to keep ongoing research alive. The  
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Munich director apologized for combining a declaration of desire for 
“long-term contact” with the Ahnenerbe with his “plea for [financial] 
help” in his letter, but the “news regarding the catastrophic budgetary  
cut-back” of his Institute hit him “like a bolt of lightning out of the  
blue.” Whether out of sincerity or calculation, Rüdin concluded by re-
minding Wüst that “my concern is also your concern; and both are the 
concern of the Third Reich, its Führer and also one of his main adjutants, 
the Reichsführer-SS [Himmler].”115 This “concern” was, of course, the ra-
cial and genetic improvement of Germany.

That Rüdin was driven to the SS out of financial desperation is clear; 
what is more ambiguous is whether he truly supported the growth and 
aims of this “state within a state.” On the one hand, the Munich director 
seemed no stranger to the SS. Heinz Riedel, an assistant in the Gene-
alogy Department, had been working under the Munich director since 
1935; he held a rank equivalent to first lieutenant in this elite unit and 
was a member of the influential SD, the Security Office, within the SS. 
Although Riedel would soon become embroiled in a vicious controversy 
with Rüdin, in early 1939 he sang his praises in an article honoring the 
Director’s sixty-fifth birthday. Rüdin also attended at least one meeting 
at the SS doctor’s Führer School in Alt-Rehse, although when and why he 
was there remains unknown.116 In early 1940, after the bargain between 
Rüdin and Wüst was sealed, the Munich director offered a detailed re-
search plan, complete with expense budget, on ethnic Germans in the 
newly annexed “east,” more specifically, in occupied Poland. Such work 
would ensure the scientifically correct Germanization of the area. The 
scheme, however, never materialized.117 On the other hand, there is no 
evidence that Rüdin approached the SS prior to this time of financial des-
peration. He was, of course, on excellent terms with SS members like Gütt 
and Ruttke. But this new connection was on a more personal level. As 
long as he could adequately fund his Institute through more traditional 
channels, he did not beg for money on the doorsteps of the SS. Of course, 
it was only at this time that the SS became the powerful organization 
it would remain throughout the war. Perhaps Rüdin did not think the  
Ahnenerbe was in the financial position to aid him during the earlier 
years of the Third Reich. What is clear, however, is that the Munich direc-
tor had no intellectual reservations about extending his hand to the SS; 
and he certainly expected to profit from it.

As we know, it takes two parties to seal a “Faustian bargain.” The in-
teresting query is not so much why Rüdin turned to the SS, but why the 
Ahnenerbe was keen to finance the Munich Institute. This is especially 
puzzling in light of the devastating critique Rüdin received from Rudolf 



cHapTER 3

166

Mentzel (1900–87), an SS man and head of the German Research Council. 
In a discussion that took place on the day Rüdin first approached Sievers, 
Mentzel warned against supporting Rüdin’s lavishly designed research 
factory. The Munich director’s fiscal appetites knew no limit, Mentzel 
asserted. More importantly, the “money already used is disproportionate 
to the desired results.” Fischer and von Verschuer, Mentzel added, were 
working on similar topics, and Rüdin was constantly embroiled in contro-
versies with them, since he could not limit himself to his own scientific 
and geographic territory. This scathing commentary notwithstanding, 
Wüst, with the blessing of his boss Himmler, favored supporting the  
Munich Institute. Naturally, Wüst received a seat on the Institute’s Foun-
dation Council.118 But why would the two men be so anxious to support 
the German Research Institute?

In this context, Wüst made an interesting comment: given SS-Brigade 
Leader Dr. Leonardo Conti’s “plan for a new order of the entire health 
system complex,” it was “especially important to gain influence at the 
Rüdin Institute.”119 Conti, we will recall, was the Reich Health Leader at 
this time; he was also an important patron for Fischer. It was Conti who 
managed to get the Dahlem director money to expand and modernize his 
Institute in 1941. Although he occupied an even higher position in the 
SS than Wüst, Conti allowed Fischer (and later von Verschuer) to control 
the KWIA as he saw fit, trusting that the money secured for the Institute 
would serve Conti in his new role.

Unlike Conti, Wüst and his boss Himmler did not offer money with no 
strings attached. Unbeknownst to Rüdin, the Kurator of the Ahnenerbe  
was determined to set up what amounted to an SS research institute 
within the Genealogy Department (not unlike the state within a state 
that characterized the way the SS operated in Nazi Germany) with trusted 
SS scientists and assistants. Those who formed a part of this research 
“site” would be supported by the Ahnenerbe, although not openly, and 
they would make life uncomfortable for the old guard, including Rüdin. 
Heydrich, second in command to Himmler and the man who praised 
Rüdin’s accomplishments in the international arena only a few years 
earlier, now wanted the director replaced—something that was never ac-
complished. Heydrich was killed in a partisan raid in occupied Czecho-
slovakia in 1942. Whether Himmler ever insisted on actually ousting 
Rüdin is unlikely, since he was never removed from the helm. Perhaps 
the SS-head found it more useful to keep him officially in charge of the 
German Research Institute; discarding him could have caused trouble 
with the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. What is certain, however, is that the 
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Reichsführer-SS was not content that the “soul-destroying,” overly aca-
demic work that characterized the research at the Genealogy Department 
be allowed to continue unabated. Scientists who met the Black Suits’ po-
litical and moral qualifications and worked on appropriate topics would 
be setting the tone from now on. As we will see, one SS researcher delib-
erately wrote a caustic article attacking Luxenburger, Rüdin, and the work 
of the Department in the journal Der Biologe (The Biologist)—a publication 
with a wide readership that had recently come under the control of the 
Ahnenerbe.120

Exactly why Himmler was interested in Rüdin’s Institute when Conti’s 
plans for a “new health order” were underway remains unclear. Perhaps 
Himmler saw his organization’s involvement in the German Research In-
stitute for Psychiatry as a way of extending the grasp of its tentacles deep 
within the Reich’s health sector, heavily implicated as it was with Nazi 
racial policies. Whatever the reason, one fact cannot be disputed: Rüdin 
was far less an equal partner to the Faustian bargain made with Wüst 
than Fischer had been with the Nazi state medical bureaucrats. Perhaps 
Rüdin’s lack of bad experiences with the party rendered him too naive to 
predict what a bargain with the Black Suits would entail. Fischer’s early 
hand slapping in the denunciation campaign may have left the Dahlem 
director far more politically savvy than his Bavarian colleague and com-
petitor. After the second “Munich Pact” was sealed, times would be tough 
for the non-SS members the Genealogy Department. Rüdin would soon 
learn that acquiring financial support did not guarantee that he and his 
senior coworkers would be able to pursue their research in peace.

The Devil’s Price

The SS authorized a first payment of 30,000 RM to be transferred to the 
Munich Institute as soon as the deal was finalized. On February 4, 1940, 
Rüdin attended a meeting with Wüst and Walter Greite, editor of Der 
Biologe and an active member of the Ahnenerbe who was now involved 
with the Munich Institute. The SS conditions for financing the GRIP were 
clearly laid out. The memo reporting this meeting also mentions that 
Luxenburger, Juda, and Schulz—the old guard at the Genealogy Depart-
ment—were “unacceptable” to Himmler’s organization. There is no rec-
ord of Rüdin attempting to defend them.121 The then Kaiser Wilhelm 
Society general secretary, Ernst Telschow, was extremely happy about this 
second Munich Pact. In a memo to Wüst, he expressed his pleasure that 
Himmler “was interested in the work of the German Research Institute  
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for Psychiatry, since that was equivalent to showing an interest in the 
work of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society.”122 The venerable Society also ap-
peared to be moving with the times.

As detailed internal memos regarding the SS-German Research Insti-
tute connection indicate, an SS cell was immediately established at the 
Munich Institute—a fifth column of sorts—under the nose of Rüdin. Un-
officially, it was known as the Forschungsstätte für Erbpflege (Research 
Site for Hereditary Care).123 The group was comprised of three SS-stipend 
recipients, Erwin Schröter, Käthe Hell, and Heinz Riedel. This elite re-
search group was charged with working on “studies of abnormal person-
alities and difficult life situations.” More specifically, they investigated 
the genetic quality of children born out of wedlock (one of Himmler’s 
favorite topics), the role of nature and nurture in feebleminded twins, 
and the inheritance of mental illness in children of psychopathological 
families. Other studies dealing with the genetics of homosexuality and 
criminal biological studies—both of which were of interest to Reinhard 
Heydrich, Himmler’s second in command—never bore fruit. The war fre-
quently interrupted the work of the SS scientists.124

Far more significant than their research was their ability to wreak intel-
lectual and political havoc at the Institute—just as they were supposed to 
do. The main instigator was Riedel, a man who, prior to the SS decision to 
use the Rüdin Institute for its own purposes, appears to have gotten along 
with everyone. In early 1940 he attacked Luxenburger, Rüdin, and the 
Institute in an article published in Der Biologe, a journal designed more 
for high school biology teachers and generalists than psychiatrists. This 
attack was quickly followed by another in the journal of the National 
Socialist Physicians’ League, Ziel und Weg (Goal and Path). Although the 
details need not concern us, suffice it to say that Luxenburger was made 
to appear as an “enemy of the state” and Rüdin was accused of tolerating 
such a person; moreover, the work of the Munich director and his Insti-
tute was berated and the Genealogy Department head was charged with 
having a “positive attitude toward Jews.”125

This attack naturally did not go unanswered. Rüdin furiously initiated 
a hearing within the Nationalsozialistischer Dozentenbund (National 
Socialist Professors’ Association) in which virtually all members of the 
Department were asked to offer testimony on the matter. Nearly all the 
Institute members—both the longtime colleagues of Rüdin as well as 
the more recent so-called Austrian group surrounding the racial biolo-
gist and party member Karl Thums—condemned the actions of Riedel.126  
According to one testimonial, Riedel was alleged to have stated that Rüdin 
was neither “personally or scientifically fit to carry out the duties of the 
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Directorship.” The Munich Institute’s representative in the Association, 
Hermann Grobig, reported that Riedel confided to a former guest in the 
Serological Department that Rüdin was little more than “an old man . . .  
who is completely incapable and who only wrote one [real] scientific 
study.”127 Interestingly, it was one of Rüdin’s coworkers intricately con-
nected to the “euthanasia” action who offered the clearest assessment of 
this smear campaign against Luxenburger, his boss, and the Institute. Rie-
del’s actions in late 1940, asserted psychiatrist Julius Deussen (1906–70),  
must be considered within the context of his charge “to initiate a fun-
damental personnel and intellectual change at the German Research 
Institute.”128 Finally, Rüdin attempted to sue Riedel in court for libel. 
The court, however, did not feel that this was the most appropriate time 
for solving a “professors’ dispute” in which both sides probably shared 
blame.129 Germany was in the midst of war.

Rüdin’s situation was aggravated still further by an article written in 
the Archiv in 1942, apparently authored by someone with close ties to 
a clandestine political Catholic organization. He claimed to have proof 
that children born out of wedlock were morally inferior to those whose 
mothers were married. This assessment flew in the face of Himmler’s 
well-known views on the subject. As such, it caused a political scandal. 
It is not clear whether the Munich director approved of this article (its 
publication could have been an oversight by Rüdin, who had plenty of 
other things to worry about at that time); it sufficed, however, that he was 
the prestigious journal’s editor and failed to prevent it from appearing in 
press. Rüdin was severely reprimanded by both party and state authori-
ties. Indeed, the journal itself was in danger of being shut down.130

The upshot of these attacks—especially from within his own house—
was that the Institute became polarized to a degree that made earlier in-
ternal conflicts appear trivial. If the Munich Institute never quite worked 
in harmony as envisaged by its founder, Kraepelin, it was now a travesty 
of that vision. Normal research, as it had been energetically pursued prior 
to 1940, became far more difficult. With the onset of war, the distin-
guished foreign scholars who worked in the Kraepelinstrasse did so no 
more. Rüdin’s oldest and most trusted colleague, Luxenburger, would  
have to be sacrificed to the SS’s more radical form of “coordination.” To be 
sure, the twin specialist had long since been an uncomfortable colleague.  
If his deeply held Catholic beliefs made him suspicious to the party, he 
appeared nothing short of a state enemy to the SS. A sincere eugenicist, 
Luxenburger had come to accept mandatory sterilization once the die 
was cast. He certainly did not view himself as an opponent of the regime; 
indeed, he appears to have shared the anti-Semitism typical of many in 
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his confession—a fact initially used by Rüdin in his defense!131 As we will 
recall, Luxenburger did, however, make a pitch for freedom of research—
something that he, unlike his boss, saw as waning rather than growing at 
the Institute. His complaint to von Verschuer about the stifling “Munich 
air” he was forced to breathe was again testimony to his difficulties with 
the Munich director.

By mid-1940, it was clear to Luxenburger that he would have to leave 
the Genealogy Department, although Rüdin and the new Foundation 
Council (with Wüst as a member) assured him that he would be given 
time to find another position before he would leave. From a revealing 
letter in which Luxenburger addressed the alleged problems he posed to 
the Institute, it is clear that Rüdin was grasping at straws to bring charges 
against him. The attempt to paint Luxenburger as a “political Catholic” 
or someone disloyal to the regime could be dismissed out of hand; why 
would he be allowed to give so many talks on psychiatric genetics and ra-
cial hygiene, and why would his own boss ask him to fill in for him if the 
twin specialist was politically unreliable? No one except the members of 
the SS clique, he insisted, could blame him for the polarized atmosphere at 
the Institute. Luxenburger eventually found a position with the Luftwaffe  
(Air Force) which he held throughout the remainder of the Third Reich.132 
It is not clear why Rüdin’s other longtime nonparty colleagues at the 
Department, Juda and Schulz, were spared expulsion. They had been like-
wise viewed as “unacceptable” by the SS. Perhaps Juda and Schulz were 
loath to openly express their opinions, unlike Luxenburger; maybe they 
were simply not important enough for the SS and the Foundation Coun-
cil to take action against them.

There is every reason to believe that by 1942 Rüdin had come to real-
ize the price he would have to pay for his second Munich pact. Although 
there is no evidence that he was seriously in danger of being ousted as 
director after Heydrich’s death, his constant attempt to place the Ger-
man Research Institute completely under the Kaiser Wilhelm Society was 
undoubtedly designed to secure his position. Although all sides appeared 
to have desired “clarity” regarding the financial position of the Munich 
Institute, this was not achieved on paper until 1944. In July of that year, 
the Institute suffered serious damage from an air raid; all work effectively 
ceased. The German Research Institute remained in legal limbo until it 
was transformed into a Max Planck Institute after the war—but without 
Rüdin.133

In January 1943, the Munich director wrote an article for the Archiv 
entitled “Zehn Jahre nationalsozialistischer Staat” (“Ten Years of the Na-
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tional Socialist State”). In this piece he sang the praises of Hitler and his 
medical henchmen for supporting racial hygiene in word and deed. He 
did not neglect to mention what the SS achieved through its demands 
that its men marry their racial equals. What is unusual, even for Rüdin, 
was the vitriolic rhetoric he employed when discussing “enemies of the 
state.” Jews and Gypsies received a linguistic lashing as “parasitic foreign-
blooded races.” Rüdin applauded the Nuremberg Laws as “preventing 
further invasion of Jewish blood into the German gene pool.”

As we have seen, Rüdin previously expressed his belief that war was  
inevitable, if dysgenic. In his article, the Genealogy Department head 
went on to discuss the present situation; in so doing, he correctly  
suggested that the conflict was a “racial war.” Rüdin maintained that the 
recently enlarged German-Völkisch Reich now included German-blooded 
individuals who were formerly living as “an island [community] under 
foreign peoples; thanks to the work of the Führer, they were finally pro-
tected from languishing or disappearing entirely.” The current war was in-
flicted upon the world by the “Jewish-Plutocratic-Bolshevistic-influenced  
powers,” Rüdin continued, slavishly regurgitating commonplace Nazi 
rhetoric. It was not desired by Germany. His adopted homeland, Rüdin 
insisted, merely wanted to be free to establish a humane economy for 
its people and put its racial hygienic theories into practice. At the mo-
ment there was nothing to do “but fight until victory.” The experience 
of the last ten years, the Munich director assured his readers, made him 
confident that Germany will redouble its racial hygienic efforts after its 
victory.134

This article would have serious consequences for the Munich di-
rector in the immediate postwar period. Although after 1945 Rüdin 
would later claim that he penned this piece against his better judgment 
to save his Institute from the SS, there were probably other factors at 
work.135 It could have been more or less forced upon him as the price 
of freeing himself from the “political hornets’ nest”136 owing to the 
controversial article published in the Archiv a year earlier. But perhaps 
Rüdin had, by this time, accepted the worldview of his new masters.  
The publication might have represented his true feelings—sentiments 
radicalized by the long-term symbiotic relationship between Nazi racial 
policies and human heredity under the swastika. This interpretation is 
certainly conceivable in the light of the grim news from Stalingrad and 
reports of the brutalities on the Eastern Front. Moreover, at the time he 
wrote this vitriolic article, Rüdin could hardly have remained unaffected 
by his knowledge of, and “involvement” with, the project to exterminate 
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“lives not worthy of living.” Perhaps this, too, explains his hardened 
heart and heated rhetoric.

Epilogue: Rüdin, War, and “Euthanasia”

By the time Rüdin initiated his second “Munich pact,” Nazi racial policy 
had already taken a radical turn. On August 31, 1939, the day prior to 
the outbreak of war, the Reich Ministry of the Interior decreed that the 
implementation of the Sterilization Law should be drastically cut to cover 
only the most “urgent cases.” Only two weeks before, the Ministry man-
dated that doctors would have to report all children up to the age of three 
who were alleged to have certain diseases.137 The transition from the Nazi 
state’s ability to revoke an individual’s right to parenthood to “euthana-
sia” had begun. Here again we see the radical symbiosis between National 
Socialist racial policy and German biomedical science leading researchers 
to the doorsteps of committing others to physical death—and themselves 
to moral collapse.

Although there had been discussions of the killing of “lives unworthy 
of life” as early as 1920—especially in the aftermath of the “sacrifice” 
made by the “best blood” in World War I—eugenicists initially rejected 
the idea and it was not pursued. It was seen as too radical and inhumane. 
There were some psychiatrists, however, who viewed the elimination 
of incurable mentally handicapped individuals as the flip side of a “re-
form” program in their medical specialty. This emphasized treating acute 
cases of mental illness through a combination of methods. Only those 
patients who could be brought back to “useful work” were candidates 
for such medical intervention. In order to rid psychiatry of its negative 
image within the medical sciences (after all, it had a low rate of curing 
psychiatric disorders), some practitioners became sympathetic to a “cure 
or kill” mentality. When the time was ripe for the implementation of a 
“euthanasia” program, enough German physicians were ready to partici-
pate. There were also new scientific frontiers to be conquered. Academics 
involved in the Nazi state’s first planned foray into mass murder under-
stood that such killings would yield “interesting material” for research 
purposes.138

For his part, Hitler had discussed the desirability of eliminating these 
“defectives” or this “ballast” as least as early as 1935. Like the mass exter-
mination of the Jews for which this project served as a testing ground, the 
decision to launch a systematic and stealth “euthanasia” program was 
made possible under the cover of war. As we have already seen in the case 



THE MunicH pacT

173

of the Dahlem Institute’s connection to Auschwitz, war makes actions 
wholly impermissible during normal times appear more acceptable— 
especially to physicians already inclined to view the interests of soci-
ety as more important than those of the individual. It also opens up 
new windows of opportunity. Like the case of individuals slated to die at  
Auschwitz, “euthanasia” victims, stripped as they were of their rights, 
could be actively exploited by biomedical scientists with impunity. De-
cades of diatribes deriding the racial pollution and social cost of “defec-
tives” combined with new wartime conditions help explain how such 
actions became a reality. The word “euthanasia”—a term that implies the 
notion of “mercy killing” to end the suffering of a terminally ill person— 
was a Nazi euphemism to describe the systematic slaughter of perhaps 
more than two hundred thousand individuals in Greater Germany and 
Poland by gas, lethal injections, medication, or outright planned star-
vation. Some were killed for eugenic reasons; others out of economic 
considerations or the medical contingencies of war (such as the need for 
hospital space). The perpetrators—both the well-known psychiatrists and 
their lesser-known male and female, medical and nonmedical, staff—
undertook their tasks owing to a conjunction of eugenic, economic, 
scientific, and careerist motives. In terms of ideology, personnel, and 
methodology, the “euthanasia” action was in every way the antechamber 
of the Holocaust.139

Although the details of this human and moral tragedy are richly docu-
mented elsewhere, suffice it to say that there were three main systematic 
operations within the larger “euthanasia” project. They were organized 
by the Führer’s Chancellery, Dr. Karl Brandt (1904–48) (Hitler’s personal 
physician), and the Reich Ministry of the Interior. The first entailed the 
killing of infants and children; the second, the so-called T4 action, tar-
geted adults (“T4” is shorthand for the address of the Berlin villa head-
quarters of the operation: Tiergartenstrasse 4); and, finally, operation 14 f 
13, which dealt with “diseased” concentration camp inmates.

The most well-known mass murders took place simultaneously in six 
“killing centers” in Germany and Austria under the T4 program. Its cold 
bureaucratic efficiency was responsible for the gassing of approximately 
seventy thousand mentally handicapped adults between September 1939 
and August 1941, although there is evidence that some asylum patients 
were killed by other means even prior to the start of the war.140 So-called 
expert physicians were asked to “evaluate” the patients, most of whom 
they never met. A plus or a minus meant the difference between life and 
death; those unfortunates slated to die were usually brought by bus to 
one of the killing facilities. Reports of patients hiding or attempting to  
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escape their captors were commonplace. After their murder, relatives 
were informed that they died owing to “natural causes”—although fre-
quently mistakes were made in selecting a “disease” and their loved ones 
became suspicious. Some members of the clergy, such as Bishop Clemens 
August von Galen of Münster, spoke out against the measure from the 
pulpit. Most, unfortunately, did not.

When word about the operation became an open secret in some re-
gions by 1941, Hitler halted its systematic form, and it became more 
clandestine. The Führer could not risk alienating a large segment of the 
nation during wartime. At this point, the so-called wilde Euthanasie (de-
centralized euthanasia) commenced in hospitals throughout Germany 
and Poland from 1941 until 1945. In addition, between 1942 and 1943 
Ostarbeiter (“East Workers,” a synonym for civilians from occupied East-
ern Europe forced to work as slave laborers in the Reich) deemed to be 
mentally ill were also murdered in special euthanasia centers.141

Given Rüdin’s privileged position as leader of the “coordinated” 
German professional organizations in psychiatry and as director of the  
Munich Institute we can hardly avoid asking about his involvement with 
the “euthanasia project.” This calls for a careful weighing of the available 
evidence; one’s answer to this question will also depend upon one’s un-
derstanding of what it means to be “involved.”

We know that in addition to his research and his commitment to the 
institutionalization of racial hygiene, the Munich director was a passion-
ate defender of his profession—psychiatry. Long before he served as Führer  
of the forcefully amalgamated professional organizations in his field, he 
had been a member of numerous associations dealing with psychiatry 
and mental health. During the Third Reich, Rüdin was anxious to ensure 
that his field remained professional, and he took a stand against allow-
ing nonphysicians to teach in the medical faculties of universities. Like 
others in his discipline, the Munich director was worried about the image 
of psychiatry as a medical specialty and sought to do all in his power to 
preserve its prestige.142 We have observed Rüdin’s role in organizing the 
important racial biology seminar for psychiatrists at his Institute in 1934; 
the Munich director was also called upon to give talks to a wide variety of 
audiences.143 In addition, Rüdin held an influential position as a scientific 
evaluator at the German Research Council. Any research project having 
to do with psychiatry, or human heredity more broadly defined, needed 
his stamp of approval.144 In sum, Rüdin took an active role in his profes-
sion both before and after 1933; he also wielded an extraordinary amount 
of power in shaping his discipline under the Nazis.
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Among his close professional associates were several influential psy-
chiatrists who later actively participated in the “euthanasia” program. 
Perhaps the Munich director’s closest colleague, at least in terms of the 
volume of correspondence, was psychiatrist Paul Nitsche (1876–1948) 
whom he knew as far back as 1910. Serving as director of asylums for 
the mentally ill and as an advisor on health matters to the State of Sax-
ony during the Weimar Republic, Nitsche falls into the above-mentioned 
category of psychiatric “reformers.” He believed his profession would be 
best served by separating those who could be treated and brought back 
to useful work from the so-called hopeless cases that should be neglected 
or eliminated. During the Third Reich Nitsche was the secretary of the 
German Society of Neurologists and Psychiatrists—the “coordinated” or-
ganization headed by Rüdin. When the T4 project got underway, Nitsche 
served as its deputy and later as its head. Although letters from the adult 
“euthanasia” period are missing, the correspondence leaves little doubt 
that Rüdin knew about conscious cost-cutting measures in the asylums 
during the 1930s that negatively impacted the welfare of patients, as well 
as the official killings themselves.145 The Munich director was well aware 
of the “euthanasia” action.

Nitsche as well as other professional associates of Rüdin such as  
Maximinian de Crinis (1889–1945), Kurt Pohlisch, Hans Heinze (1895–
1983), and Werner Heyde (1902–64) were active participants in the “eu-
thanasia” program. They belong to those physicians who either directly 
ran the T4 operation, headed asylums where patients were exterminated, 
served as evaluators in determining the life or death of patients, or were 
otherwise involved in the physical killing of the handicapped. From ex-
tensive research on the subject we know that Rüdin does not belong to 
this category of victimizers, his professional contacts with many of them 
notwithstanding.

However, this group of several hundred individuals does not incor-
porate a larger number of professionals who might also be implicated in 
this deadly project. They include people who, both before and during 
the killings, provided the scientific legitimation for “euthanasia” as well 
as those who served to professionally profit from the murdered victims’ 
data. Rüdin certainly appears to fall into this category, thus further impli-
cating him in the crimes associated with the T4 project.146

At this point we need to analyze a wide array of evidence: Rüdin’s 
public statements on the question of “euthanasia,” the language he used 
to describe the untreatable mentally handicapped, his reaction to col-
leagues who wished to take a stand against the killing, his relationship to 
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“reform” psychiatrists, especially to those involved in the “euthanasia” 
action, and postwar testimonials. We must also consider how the trou-
bles he experienced with the SS in his Institute might have impacted his 
connection to “euthanasia.” Assessing Rüdin’s “involvement” with these 
medical crimes clearly demonstrates that history is not merely about as-
sembling facts, but interpreting these facts.

If we examine the writings of Rüdin prior to 1933, we can find nothing 
that suggests that he openly supported the killing of the mentally handi-
capped. Even during the prewar years of the Third Reich, the Munich 
director openly opposed such action. In two interviews given in 1935 to 
correspondents working for nonspecialist Nazi publications, Rüdin re-
ported that the “destruction of unworthy life in the harsh form in which 
it occurs in the plant and animal kingdom is something that we cannot 
accept. For this reason we [attempt] to solve the problem through germ 
plasma selection.”147 Yet what is interesting to note in the Munich direc-
tor’s language is his use of the phrase “destruction of unworthy life”—an 
expression uncannily close to the title of the infamous pamphlet first 
advocating “euthanasia” in Germany in 1920, Die Freigabe der Vernichtung  
des lebensunwerten Lebens (Permission for the Destruction of Life Not Worth 
Living). Elsewhere he characterized the mentally handicapped as “bal-
last,” a term also originally used in this same publication.148 Moreover, 
he clearly believed that “inferior people” played no useful role in the 
state. We will recall that one of the participants in the psychiatrists’ semi-
nar hosted by Rüdin in 1934 had queried whether the nation needed a 
certain number of feebleminded to perform menial tasks. Luxenburger 
responded that even with the Sterilization Law there would be enough 
“coolies” for such jobs. In an article for a welfare publication, Rüdin went 
further than his colleague. From a cost-benefit perspective, the Munich 
director argued, an efficient regulation of “the work process . . . makes 
the inferior portions of the population superfluous.”149 Rüdin obviously 
viewed the worth of individuals in terms of their contribution to the 
“national body.” For the Munich director, the severely mentally handi-
capped were nonproductive and thus void of value. It would not be un-
fair to say that prior to the war, Rüdin’s rhetoric contradicts his public 
stance against killing the “defective.”

We have already mentioned Rüdin’s close professional connections to 
“euthanasia” physicians. Almost all of these individuals can be grouped 
as belonging to the “cure or kill” circle of “reformers” in psychiatry. Al-
though it is difficult to assess whether the Munich director also belonged 
in this category during the prewar years, we know that he was very in-
terested in active therapies to treat those who might be brought back to 
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useful work. In 1938 Rüdin received a letter from an asylum physician at 
Eglfing-Haar near Munich, Anton von Braunmühl, describing the posi-
tive effects of the insulin shock therapy he had been testing on schizo-
phrenic patients. The merits of this treatment were not merely medical. 
Insulin shock therapy fit well into the “reform” program of reducing the 
length of a patient’s required stay in a hospital, hence cutting costs. The 
treatment, however, did not always work; Braunmühl killed two of his 
patients. From his letter to the Munich director, however, we can surmise 
that Rüdin, like some of his other colleagues, followed the progress of this 
“therapeutic” measure. Braunmühl was not a “euthanasia” physician; 
however, he was a “reformer” anxious to improve his profession’s status 
and help economize German asylums. It would appear that Rüdin shared 
his concerns.150

That not all “reform” psychiatrists were willing to accept the killing 
of the mentally handicapped is demonstrated by the actions of Hans  
Roemer, the director of the Illenau Asylum in Baden, a colleague of Rüdin, 
and a member of the Advisory Board of the German Society of Neurolo-
gists and Psychiatrists. Although Roemer was an active eugenicist and 
a supporter of measures like insulin shock therapy to treat the curable 
mentally ill, he was opposed to the “euthanasia” action. Roemer tried to 
convince Rüdin to take an open stand against it in December 1939; other 
psychiatrists wishing to professionally protest the killing attempted the 
same. Rüdin refused to use the professional society of psychiatrists as a plat-
form for protest, despite his promise to his former coworker Luxenburger  
to the contrary. Roemer resigned as director of the Illenau Asylum; he 
later also gave up his position on the Advisory Board of the German Soci-
ety of Neurologists and Psychiatrists.151 Unlike his colleague, the Munich 
director never took a public stand against the formal “euthanasia action,” 
although he appears to have expressed his misgivings about the killings, 
at least at this stage, in private.152

As was mentioned, the killing of the handicapped continued after the 
decision to halt the formal action was made in August 1941. It is during 
this so-called period of “decentralized euthanasia,” which lasted until the 
end of the war, that the Munich director appears most closely connected 
to these crimes. What was the Munich director’s “involvement” with this 
development?

Rüdin’s longtime colleague Carl Schneider (1891–1946) was a profes-
sor of psychiatry and neurology at the venerable University of Heidelberg. 
He was also an active “euthanasia” physician who worked closely with 
the central T4 Berlin office; later he was in charge of selecting patients 
for the killing operation. It was during the “decentralized euthanasia” 
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period, however, that he developed a research program to establish cri-
teria separating traumatic or infectious (nonhereditary) forms of mental 
deficiency and epilepsy from those that were genetic. As a “cure or kill 
reformer,” Schneider desired this information to separate out those who 
would be treated and brought back to useful work from those who would 
be euthanized. In the case of mentally handicapped children, he could 
use this diagnosis to encourage families with genetically feebleminded 
progeny to forgo having more children; those with offspring whose men-
tal illness was not hereditary would be encouraged to increase the size of 
their families, as the “struggle for survival of the German people” dur-
ing the war demanded. Schneider undertook his research by bringing 
patients, primarily children from a nearby asylum, to undergo a wide 
variety of tests at his University clinic—some of which were quite pain-
ful and which in one case led to death. The children were then brought 
to the Eichberg Asylum near Wiesbaden where at least twenty-one were 
killed through an overdose of medication. The histopathological dissec-
tions of many of the children examined, while alive, in Heidelberg, were 
brought back and compared to earlier clinical studies. An assistant at the 
Rüdin Institute, the psychiatrist Julius Deussen, became actively involved 
in all facets of Schneider’s research. His main task was to examine the 
children’s alleged genetic traits; he even toured neighboring asylums to 
identify potential candidates for the project headed by Schneider.153

A member of Rüdin’s Department since 1939, Deussen had first trained 
under von Verschuer at his Institute for Hereditary Biology and Racial Hy-
giene in Frankfurt.154 An active Nazi Party member since 1933, Deussen  
researched “vagabond asocials” while in Munich. Although Deussen, 
like other young coworkers at the Munich Institute, was conscripted for 
military duty, he obtained a leave of absence from the army to pursue 
his science. In November 1943 he joined Schneider’s research team. We 
will recall that Deussen was one of Rüdin’s coworkers who defended his 
boss against the charges leveled against him by Riedel in 1940. Rüdin 
returned the favor by providing financial support for him during his stay 
in Heidelberg. The Munich director also recommended him for a profes-
sorship there. Deussen’s research division, Rüdin believed, could become 
the center of an institute for genetics and racial hygiene, which did not 
yet exist at the University.155

The Rüdin-Deussen-Schneider connection is not the only evidence of 
the Munich director’s “involvement” with “euthanasia.” In 1942 Rüdin 
was asked by Conti to outline the research priorities in his field, since 
such work had to be efficiently organized because of the contingencies of 
war. After listing numerous topics he mentioned the eugenic importance 
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of “distinguishing which children could, already as children, be clearly 
categorized as so valueless and worthy of elimination that . . . they could 
be recommended for euthanasia in their own interest and that of the 
German people.” The Munich director viewed this action as a “humane 
and certain countermeasure to the negative selective processes facing 
the German national body.” “We have no interest,” Rüdin continued, 
“in preserving the life of incurable and ruined victims of hereditary.” On 
the other hand, we should “save what can be saved,” at least to preserve 
their social utility.156

In the following year the Munich director, along with the “euthanasia” 
physicians Nitsche, de Crinis, and Heinze, joined Schneider in crafting 
a memorandum on the future of psychiatry for Conti and Hitler’s per-
sonal physician, Brandt. Here we find the “cure or kill” program clearly 
articulated: “the measures of the euthanasia program will meet more un-
derstanding and approval if it is guaranteed and publicly known that in 
each case of mental illness all possibilities are utilized to cure the patients 
or at least to improve their condition to such an extent that they . . . are 
directed into activities that are of value to the national economy.”157 The 
plan for the future of psychiatry not only emphasized its importance 
for the well-being of the state. Psychiatry would be the discipline “re-
sponsible to educate and train the profession of medicine in general.” 
“Everything must be done,” the memorandum continued “to counteract 
the discrediting of the psychiatric profession which nowadays has oc-
curred so frequently; instead, emphasis has to be placed on pointing out 
everywhere the importance . . . of psychiatric work.”158 Several months 
later, in early 1944, Rüdin wrote his friend Nitsche a letter. Among other 
things, he asked why their colleague Heinze had not yet written an ar-
ticle for Rüdin’s Archiv legitimizing euthanasia based on his “thoroughly 
investigated children.” Rüdin queried whether material like this could 
be published.159

The facts presented here—some of them seemingly contradictory—
raise a host of questions regarding Rüdin’s involvement with “euthana-
sia.” His first official endorsement of these crimes comes in 1942, during 
the period of “decentralized euthanasia,” although his unwillingness to 
take a public stand against the killings earlier would suggest that he at 
least tolerated them from the outset. The historian, as well as the reader, 
is left pondering significant queries. For example, was Rüdin part of a 
larger discipline-wide movement to implement a “cure or kill policy” in 
psychiatry, or did he align himself with the “reform” “euthanasia” phy-
sicians for other reasons? Did the troubles that he faced in his Institute  
as a result of the SS play a role in his more active support of “euthanasia,” 
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as it might have done in his decision to write the 1943 Archiv article, 
“Ten Years of the National Socialist State”? Or, alternatively, did the more 
radical policy in his Institute predispose him to take eugenics to its logi-
cal next step? Was he attempting to preserve his diminished power and 
prestige in the field of Nazi racial policy? Or, finally, was the Munich di-
rector motivated primarily by the additional research opportunities that 
the “euthanasia” action could provide? After all, as he stated many years 
earlier, data were “a matter of survival.” Whether he was bothered by 
the fact that “subjects” might not survive the process of procuring this 
valuable data is not known. In short, Rüdin’s connection with the “eu-
thanasia” project cannot be doubted; his precise “involvement” with it 
and the motivations for his actions are open-ended questions with which 
one must wrestle.

We cannot end the discussion of Rüdin and “euthanasia” without 
mentioning how other Departments of the German Research Institute for 
Psychiatry profited from these medical crimes. The Department of Neuro-
pathology, headed by Willibald Scholz since Spielmeyer’s death, used hun-
dreds of brains from “euthanasia” victims for research. There is evidence 
that the “diseased brains” that found their way to the Kraepelinstrasse  
were not sent entirely randomly. Although it is unlikely that Scholz or any 
of his coworkers themselves targeted individuals to be killed for research 
purposes, asylum directors at “euthanasia” facilities certainly knew the 
research interests of the various neuropathological institutes. Apparently 
few, if any, of the scientists at the Munich Institute receiving the organic 
remains of these victims had any qualms about using them.160

We have seen how von Harnack’s hope that the renowned German Re-
search Institute for Psychiatry would serve as “the starting point of a 
new epoch in healing” the ill led, after numerous historical twists and 
turns, to a biomedical center connected to and profiting from a notori-
ous era in killing hospital patients. The Munich Institute, as envisioned 
by its founder, Emil Kraepelin, was meant to be the vanguard research 
center in Germany for the scientific study of psychiatric disorders. The 
Institute’s patron, Loeb, had faith that the funds he invested in this 
new Kaiser Wilhelm Institute would be well spent. Boasting such world- 
famous biomedical scientists such as the neuropathologist Spielmeyer 
and the serologist Plaut, the German Research Institute certainly enjoyed 
an international reputation second to none.



THE MunicH pacT

181

By the late 1920s, the Institute already displayed elements of the 
symbiotic relationship between human heredity and politics that later 
became the hallmark of its legacy. Rüdin’s investigations into psychiat-
ric genetics were essential scientific resources for a financially strapped 
government interested in eugenic solutions to social problems. Like his 
Berlin colleague Fischer, Rüdin had a clear sense of his value for a coun-
try already preoccupied with the role of genetics in social disorders; the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Society was forced to drive a hard bargain to secure his 
return from Basel in 1928. Rüdin’s price: the acquisition of a new Insti-
tute building made possible through Rockefeller Foundation support, a 
well-financed Department of Genealogy, and a handsome salary. What 
no one was able to guarantee, however, was that his “genetics research 
factory” would continue to receive the fiscal support that the head of the 
Genealogy Department believed was his due. By the time he assumed the 
directorship of the Institute in 1931, Rüdin already faced the fiscal prob-
lems that would continue to plague him for the next fourteen years.

With the coming of the “national revolution,” the conservative man-
darin Rüdin made the first of his two “Munich Pacts” with the Nazi gov-
ernment. This first Faustian bargain between the Munich director and 
the Nazi state medical bureaucracy in the person of Gütt could not have 
been more natural or profitable for both parties. Never having to face 
the political suspicion that Fischer did during the opening years of the 
Third Reich, Rüdin was easily led to believe that he was a key intellec-
tual resource for the “racial state”; during the prewar years, he never 
doubted—nor was given any reason to doubt—that he was Germany’s 
academic “court” advisor for Nazi racial policy. His self-fashioning as 
Nazi Germany’s most important racial hygiene expert colored his arro-
gant, almost brazen, discourse with organizations like the German Re-
search Council and the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. Even more interested 
in shaping Nazi Germany’s genetic future than his rival in Dahlem, he 
served the medical masters of the swastika in a wide variety of ways, most 
notably by writing the medical commentary to the notorious Steriliza-
tion Law. Evidence suggests that the Munich director ruled like a Führer 
over his fiefdom. He was supportive of those who were useful to him; 
those he viewed as competitors—either in the scientific or racial policy 
domain—were treated harshly whenever he had the opportunity to do 
so. Unlike Fischer, he was not beloved by his coworkers.

Despite his public image as the most pro-Nazi human geneticist and 
his position as director of an Institute devoted to laying the biological  
underpinning of Nazi racial policy, he had to become increasingly creative  
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to secure the money for his Department’s expensive genealogical- 
demographic research. This was especially true after the Rockefeller Foun-
dation and the Loeb estate terminated their relationship with the Munich 
Institute in large measure owing to Rüdin’s prominent role in advancing 
Nazi racial policy. Prior to the war, he could always count on his Führer to 
help him and his Department stay afloat financially. Warnings from all 
sides to rein in his fiscal appetite counted for little for this man. Rüdin, at 
the height of his power in early 1939, would soon learn the hard way.

Driven by financial necessity, the Munich director turned to the SS 
Ahnenerbe just prior to the outbreak of war in the hope of securing badly 
needed funding. This second Faustian bargain—more so than the first 
one—was initiated solely by Rüdin. Although the Munich director ex-
tended his hand to Wüst and Himmler out of shear desperation, he cer-
tainly had no qualms about their cultural and political projects. It was 
only after they insisted on installing a fifth column of loyal SS researchers 
hostile to Rüdin and his older coworkers in the Genealogy Department 
as the price for support that he probably had doubts about the usefulness 
of this second “Munich Pact” for him. His Institute, never very harmoni-
ous from the outset, was now divisive beyond repair. Rüdin was forced 
to invest much time and political kowtowing to preserving his Institute 
from a complete takeover by the SS. Sadly for him, his partner in this 
second Faustian bargain was far more demanding than Fischer’s patron, 
Conti. In fact, it might well have been to counter Conti’s growing influ-
ence in the health sector that Himmler was so interested in the Munich 
research center.

Just as in the case of the Dahlem Institute, war had a reciprocally radi-
calizing impact on the symbiotic relationship between human heredity 
and politics in Munich. War-related budgetary shortages kept Rüdin tied 
to the SS even after its deleterious effects on the Institute became obvi-
ous. Rüdin’s connection to the Nazi “euthanasia” project demonstrates 
this nefarious radicalized symbiosis most clearly. Comparisons with the 
Dahlem Institute after its turn to Phänogenetik are instructive. As we have 
seen in the last chapter, von Verschuer and Magnussen were involved in 
wholly unethical research during the late war years designed to provide 
a more scientific racial diagnosis to separate out “racial enemies” from 
members of the Volksgemeinschaft. A prerequisite for this work was the 
availability of a large number of “subjects” incarcerated in Auschwitz 
who—either dead or alive—could advance the research interests of the 
Dahlem scientists. In the field of psychiatry, “reform euthanasia” physi-
cians were also interested in research that could distinguish “valuable” 
from “valueless” individuals—in this case between people suffering from 
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curable and incurable forms of mental disorders. Just as an up-to-date 
racial diagnosis pursued by the Dahlem team required that clinical obser-
vation of the living be combined with information procured from dead 
inmates at the extermination camp, a determination of treatable or non-
treatable (usually viewed as genetic) mental disorders also required that 
clinical observation of living patients be compared to histopathological 
findings acquired by dissections. This naturally presupposed the death of 
the subject. And just as the Dahlem researchers had involuntary subjects 
at their disposal, so too did the “euthanasia” physicians during the mid-
to-late war years.161 The data obtained from the dead and living subjects 
of both the Munich and Dahlem scientists would be used against these 
and other “racial undesirables” to physically eliminate them from the 
Volksgemeinschaft.

We have noted Rüdin’s own position on this “cure or kill reform” 
psychiatry and “euthanasia” beginning in 1942. Although he was not an 
active “euthanasia” physician like many of his colleagues, the Munich 
director certainly accepted the measure, as many of his actions demon-
strate. Scores of brains removed from murdered “euthanasia” victims 
found their way to the Institute and were used by the Munich scientists for 
research. The mutually beneficial relationship between human heredity 
and politics during the Third Reich reached its ethical low point through 
unbridled research on subjects without rights, which was accepted and 
legitimized by Rüdin and practiced by several Dahlem scientists.

We have now examined the unholy symbiosis between human ge-
netics and Nazi racial policy in two institutional settings. By their very 
nature, research institutes concern themselves with the production of 
knowledge. In the cases already analyzed, the two most important Ger-
man research centers for human heredity produced scientific knowledge 
that became an indispensable intellectual resource for the Nazi regime. 
The scientists working at these institutes in turn derived clear benefits 
from selling their “commodity” to state and party medical officials. In 
addition to the production of “useful” biomedical knowledge, the lead-
ers of the Third Reich were equally interested in its dissemination. Per-
haps the act of disseminating human heredity research is nowhere better 
demonstrated than at professional conferences. In chapter 4, the focus 
shifts from the production of biomedical knowledge to its diffusion by 
following Germany’s leading human geneticists as they legitimized their 
regime’s racial policies and advanced their own professional interests on 
the national and international stage.
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F O U R

The Politics of  
Professional Talk

About a year prior to an important population policy con-
gress scheduled for Paris in 1937, von Verschuer seemed 
to have a premonition of the ideological challenge he and 
his German colleagues would have to confront there and 
at other international conferences. In an article entitled 
“Rassenhygiene als Wissenschaft und Staatsaufgabe” (“Ra-
cial Hygiene as Science and National Duty”), von Verschuer 
voiced his concerns that he and other German human ge-
neticists might meet with scientific opposition outside of 
their country. He lost little time articulating a strategy to 
deal with such a challenge: “The struggle over opinions re-
garding genetics and race hygiene in the international arena 
is especially intense,” the director of the Frankfurt Institute  
for Human Heredity and Racial Hygiene reminded his read-
ers. “There are many scientific attempts afloat designed 
to attack [efforts at] hereditary and racial care in National  
Socialist Germany. For this reason, the sword of our science 
must be well sharpened and well guided.”1

In the past two chapters we examined the symbiotic 
relationship between human heredity and politics during 
the Third Reich in two of the most prestigious institutes in  
Germany, the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology 
and the German Research Institute/Kaiser Wilhelm Insti-
tute for Psychiatry; we saw how the biomedical sciences and 
Nazi political goals in the “racial state” became mutually 
beneficial resources. Given the nature of these institutes 
and their tasks under the Nazi state, their allegiance to the 
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regime’s policy goals is hardly surprising. Yet at first glance, there is one 
important service to the state that might appear unusual: the German hu-
man geneticists’ use of the “sword of [their] science” as a political weapon 
at both national and international professional talks.

Ironically, in doing what comes naturally to all scientists—participat-
ing in conferences and delivering professional lectures—German human 
geneticists of all stripes served as the standard-bearers for the regime’s 
political interests in a myriad of subtle ways, in addition to the obvious 
one revealed in von Verschuer’s quote: bestowing international profes-
sional legitimacy for Nazi racial policies. We must not forget, however, 
the dilemma they faced in serving this function. On the one hand, Ger-
man human geneticists, like their counterparts in other countries, were 
anxious to travel both at home and abroad, chat with German and inter-
national colleagues, keep up with trends in their field, share their research 
findings, and exploit the prestige that attending such meetings confer. 
After all, participating in professional conferences is an indispensable part 
of doing scientific research. On the other hand, while there were unde-
niable political constraints placed on them, German human geneticists 
consciously desired to legitimize the political interests of their country, 
in this case Nazi racial policy. Prestigious scientific organizations like the 
KWS also endeavored to capitalize upon their members’ research in this 
field. And lest we forget that these researchers were hardly passive pawns 
in this activity but rather conscious actors anxious to use such meetings 
for their own professional gain, we need to also consider the extent to 
which German human geneticists profited from this while simultaneously  
aiding the national and foreign policy goals of their government.

In exploring these thorny issues, the primary focus will again be on 
the human geneticists affiliated with the KWS. We will follow them as 
they offer lectures in Berlin as well as in other German cities with ties to 
the Society. We will examine the politics involved in selecting or turn-
ing down a particular speaker or a researcher’s lecture. What did the 
world-renowned KWS hope to gain from sponsoring such talks? Who 
attended these lectures, and how were decisions made on who would be 
invited to such talks? Turning from these KWS-sponsored lectures, we 
need to ask about the role of biomedical scientists in the international 
arena—both before and during the war. Prior to the outbreak of hostili-
ties, these men presented papers at numerous internationally respected 
conferences throughout the capitals of Europe. After 1939, with the ab-
sence of any truly international conferences, biomedical professionals 
engaged in delivering talks at arranged lecture series in occupied, allied, 
or “friendly” countries. How can we evaluate their activities? National 
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Socialist Germany was a dictatorship; there were numerous restrictions 
placed on who could attend such coveted international meetings. To be 
sure, there were also political expectations made clear to those permitted 
to attend. But there is unequivocal evidence that most of our German hu-
man geneticists went beyond a mere obligation to write a report for the 
government on the meeting in question; they sought to legitimize the 
Nazi regime through their professional activities abroad. What is certain, 
however, is that scientific talks, whether national or international, were 
overtly politicized during the Third Reich. Similar to the institutional 
studies previously examined, human heredity and politics became indis-
pensable intellectual, rhetorical, and financial resources for each other 
at what most imagine is an apolitical venue: professional meetings and 
public scientific talks.

KWS-Sponsored National Lectures

Long before the advent of the Third Reich, the Kaiser Wilhelm Society 
spotlighted the research of its scientific members by sponsoring public 
talks. The opening of a new Kaiser Wilhelm Institute was almost always 
accompanied by its director holding a lecture to a large, respectable group 
of citizens and friends of the Society. Such eminent KWS scientists as the 
chemists Emil Fischer and Paul Ehrlich, the physicists Max Planck and 
Otto Hahn, the geneticists Carl Correns and Erwin Baur, and the aeronau-
tical engineer Ludwig Prandtl held talks during the Society’s early years in 
the German Empire and throughout the Weimar Republic.2 This task was 
made more convenient with the opening of the Harnack-Haus (Harnack 
House) in Dahlem on May 9, 1929. Named after the first president of the 
Society, Adolf von Harnack, it was designed not only as a place where the 
Society could offer lectures to an intellectually hungry elite Berlin audi-
ence, but as an international meeting place for prominent German and 
foreign scientists. It was also a center where scientific members of the So-
ciety, especially those whose Institutes were located in this plush district 
on the outskirts of Berlin, could meet over dinner to discuss their work. 
One would have been hard pressed to find a place in the Reich capital 
where so many Nobel Prize winners, industrialists, and top government 
officials congregated in one building.3 Although the stately new structure 
became an intellectual focal point for the KWS, the Society continued to 
showcase the newest findings of its august body of researchers in other 
cities as well. Not only could prominent individuals become members 
of the Society; entire cities could, and did. KWS-sponsored lectures were 
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held in cities that were either Society members or might become such. 
Hence, from the outset, there was a symbiotic relationship between the 
professional talks of the Society’s scientific members and the financial 
interests and prestige of the KWS.

The KWS’s human geneticists were prominent among the speakers 
at Society-sponsored meetings. Even before the opening of his Institute 
in 1927, Fischer held a talk on “Constitution and Race” in the Berlin 
Palace, the elegant former residence of German emperors and Prussian 
kings. On December 2, 1932, von Verschuer delivered a lecture accom-
panied by illustrations in the charming old city of Münster on the hotly 
debated topic of “The Heredity-Environment Problem in Humans.” And 
Hermann Muckermann, the tireless crusader for eugenics at the KWIA, 
spoke to a packed audience in the large, predominantly Catholic city of 
Cologne (four thousand invitations were extended to notable citizens) on 
January 26, 1933, just four days before Hitler was appointed Chancellor. 
The title of his talk: “Eugenics in the Service of National Welfare.” Even 
the city’s lord mayor and future Chancellor of postwar West Germany, 
Adenauer, attended, hearing Muckermann speak on the dangers of de-
generation and the need to do everything possible to boost the number 
of “genetically healthy” families. After all, Adenauer was the chair of 
the Prussian Upper House at the time deliberations for the ill-fated draft 
voluntary sterilization law reached it in 1932; he and his Catholic Cen-
ter Party were supportive. The KWS eagerly publicized Muckermann’s 
upcoming talk, since it undoubtedly placed the Society and the research 
undertaken at the new KWIA in the limelight. Such positive advertising 
was good for the Society and its scholars.4

On the whole, the KWS prospered under National Socialism, even 
though certain Nazi measures like the expulsion of its Jewish scientists 
were not always to the KWS administration’s liking. Although the KWS 
did not applaud all the Nazi state demanded of it, there was enough 
overlap between the Society’s largely conservative administration and 
the new regime to sustain a good working relationship.5 The Society cer-
tainly hoped and expected that the Nazi state would be better positioned 
to fund the KWS than the former Weimar Republic, especially during the 
lean depression years. In this the KWS was not mistaken. As Max Lukas 
von Cranach, an important administrator of the KWS, related to a sena-
tor and Nazi Party member of the Society as early as 1934, the money to 
the KWS “has, as expected, happily increased after the National Social-
ist takeover of power.” He contributed this improved financial situation 
to the Society’s international reputation. Its international prestige, von 
Cranach continued, contributed in no small measure to making “the  
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Kaiser Wilhelm Society also so popular in the Third Reich.” Nobody could 
accuse the KWS of mere intellectual masturbation—“operating in thin 
air”—as might be said of other scientific institutes, von Cranach added. 
“Our members build a bridge between the German people and research. 
In this way we have always succeeded in keeping the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Institutes tied to the Volk.”6 Indeed, funding for the Society as a whole 
increased dramatically under the swastika. What perhaps started out as a 
pragmatic acceptance of National Socialism by the KWS during the early 
years of the regime turned into a mutually beneficial partnership later on, 
especially during the war years.7

KWS-sponsored talks continued throughout the Third Reich. We have 
already examined Fischer’s controversial lecture given at the Harnack 
House on February 1, 1933, and how its political fallout resulted in a 
denunciation campaign directed against the Dahlem director. This was 
perhaps not the best publicity for the KWS, and the next time the So-
ciety sponsored one of its human geneticists’ talks, it made sure that 
both the topic and its presentation would at least be less controversial 
for Germany’s new political masters. The subject matter needed to hold 
large public interest—perhaps enough to secure the KWS new financial 
backers—since the Society was dependent not only on the state purse but 
private monies. Possibly as a means of throwing an olive branch to in-
dignant Nazi Party dignitaries still reeling over Fischer’s ambiguous pro-
nouncements on the race question, the KWS chose von Verschuer to hold 
a talk. The venue: the medieval city of Nuremberg, site of the Nazi Party’s 
largest rallies. It was scheduled for February 16, 1934. Von Verschuer  
presented a talk entitled “Paths Leading to the Hereditary Health of the 
German People.”8

The groundwork for this lecture was carefully laid. The Duke of  
Saxony-Coburg and Gotha, a high nobleman and a senator of the KWS, 
was asked to perform the formalities at the upcoming talk, since Max 
Planck, the Society’s president, could not attend. Months before the lec-
ture, von Cranach was in contact with Nuremberg city councilman Dr. 
Dürr, a longtime member of the KWS. Von Cranach was appreciative that 
Dürr would not only find an appropriate site for von Verschuer’s talk, but 
also generate the “necessary propaganda” to secure a large and respect-
able audience.9 The raw material for this propaganda was provided in the 
form of a report on the KWIA’s research in general and von Verschuer’s 
in particular. It was approved, if not actually written, by the KWS ad-
ministration and distributed to the press. As the press release noted, “the 
völkisch state has begun a great task: the biological renewal of the German 
people. It hasn’t limited itself to the health care of the living generation. 
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It begins from the standpoint of human heredity and racial research and 
attempts to influence the genetic substrate of a people. The Law for the 
Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring and other laws demonstrate 
that this task will be carried out vigorously and successfully.” Nor did the 
report omit the defining role of von Verschuer’s Institute in its propa-
ganda statement. “The research of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for An-
thropology, Human Heredity, and Eugenics is of the greatest importance 
for the scientific underpinning of hereditary and racial care policies,” the 
press release emphasized.10

A special prelecture dinner for “leading personalities” was planned for 
February 15, the evening prior to von Verschuer’s talk. Dürr promised 
the KWS that he would come up with a special invitation list that could 
be altered as needed. Von Cranach urged Dürr to include distinguished 
guests “who could be important for us.” As an example, von Cranach 
named the “President of the Reich Railroad and other such people”—po-
tential contributors to the financial well-being of the KWS. Von Cranach 
also informed the Nuremberg councilman that he planned to invite the 
German press for tea at his hotel prior to the dinner for dignitaries. This 
would allow the press’s representatives to become better informed about 
the Society.11 Through such a strategy, the KWS stood to gain potential 
new donors and extend its national influence.

There seemed to be a general agreement between Dürr and the KWS 
administration that in addition to key representatives of German in-
dustry, important state and Nazi Party officials must be invited. Among 
the party elite requested to attend was Julius Streicher, as well as police 
president and SA Group Leader von Obernitz. Representatives of the Ger-
man army were also welcomed. Indeed von Cranach specifically wrote 
Colonel Otto, commander of the Twenty-First Bavarian Infantry Regi-
ment, requesting that he extend his invitation to his entire battalion.12 
Disagreements arose, however, over which human geneticists should be 
allowed to attend von Verschuer’s talk. Rüdin’s Institute in Munich was 
only a few hours from Nuremberg by train. On Dürr’s original invitation 
list was not only Rüdin’s name but also those of his coworkers Plaut and 
Spielmeyer. At the time both were still members of the GRIP. However, 
the latter two names appear to have been crossed off the list, perhaps 
by von Cranach, perhaps by someone else. As we saw in our last chap-
ter, Plaut was Jewish; Spielmeyer was married to a woman with “Jewish 
blood” and was known to be unsympathetic to the new order. By early 
1934, German Jewish human geneticists or those with spouses tainted 
by “Jewish blood” who could not be expected to toe the party line were 
not welcome guests at a KWS-sponsored lecture—even if they were still 
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scientific members of the Society. The KWS, if not the instigator of the 
removal of Plaut and Spielmeyer from the invitation list, did nothing to 
try to keep them on it.13

Unlike Fischer a year earlier, von Verschuer hardly compromised the 
KWS by his public talk. He began his speech by emphasizing that al-
though there had formerly been a one-sided emphasis on population 
quantity, the situation was now totally different. In today’s state, von 
Verschuer reminded his audience, the “care of the national body through 
the preservation of its genetic health and its racial characteristics are the 
content [of population policy].” “With a remarkable sense of its mis-
sion,” the speaker added, the state was on its way to accomplishing its 
genetic goals through the Sterilization Law and the Law against Danger-
ous Habitual Criminals. It is solving its racial problems through the 1933  
Law for the Reestablishment of the Professional German Civil Service, 
which removed Jews and political undesirables from all civil service posi-
tions and revoked German citizenship for newly arrived unwanted for-
eign elements. Von Verschuer stressed that the newest research he and his 
colleagues were undertaking at the KWIA would serve as “an important 
basis for all hereditary health measures.” “Every person,” von Verschuer 
concluded, “can contribute his part such that the biological renewal of 
our people becomes a reality.”14 Von Verschuer’s talk quite unambigu-
ously supported the new racial order. However, it simultaneously served 
a rhetorical and financial resource for the KWS.

As planned, the Duke of Saxony-Coburg and Gotha gave the closing 
remarks following von Verschuer’s talk. He reminded the audience that 
the KWS’s existence was made possible by the goodwill of its members 
and the entire German people. In his last statement he thanked the au-
dience for supporting the “quiet academic work” of its members, such 
as von Verschuer. Indeed, in a sentence crafted with the prestige of the 
KWS in mind, he assured all in attendance that “German science plays a 
leading role in the reconstruction of our Fatherland under the direction 
of our People’s Chancellor, Adolf Hitler.”15

On February 15, 1935, Rüdin delivered a KWS-sponsored lecture in 
the city of Weimar. The National Assembly that drew up the Weimar 
Republic’s constitution also convened in this popular city of Germany’s 
most illustrious poets, Goethe and Schiller. As was the case with von  
Verschuer’s talk, the Society used it as an opportunity to gain recogni-
tion for itself. Dr. Karl Astel, a fanatical Nazi and head of the Landesamt 
für Rassenwesen (State Office for Racial Policy) in Thuringia, was sched-
uled to give an address that evening. His Office was cosponsor of the 
event. With his unwavering concern that the KWS’s interests were not 
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neglected, von Cranach wrote Astel asking if the Duke of Saxony-Coburg 
and Gotha could give a three- to-five-minute speech prior to Rüdin’s talk. 
He also requested that Astel provide details on the size of the room in 
which Rüdin would deliver his lecture. This time, however, von Cranach  
did not say that the size was important for attracting potential KWS do-
nors; instead he was eager that the event “place great emphasis on fa-
miliarizing the broadest possible number of people with [the Society’s] 
efforts.” Avoiding any semblance of elitism or class prejudice—a tactic 
pursued by the Nazi Party in order to create the illusion of a unified Volk 
devoid of all class divisions—von Cranach emphasized the special nature 
of the KWS to Astel, as he did to Nazi Party leader and KWS senator Otto 
a year earlier. As von Cranach reported, since the founding of the Society 
in 1911, the Society has sought to “build a bridge between pure research 
and working people.”16 It was critical that Nazi Party officials who had an 
important say in whether a Society member’s lecture could be held have 
no reason to prevent the KWS from spotlighting its work for the nation.

Apparently this tactic worked, since the Duke delivered an introduc-
tory talk prior to Rüdin’s lecture. There was a decidedly völkisch flavor 
to the Duke’s speech. He was not above mentioning that KWS scientists 
were following the hope of the future leader of the German Air Force, 
Hermann Göring, when the latter stated that “it is the most important 
prerequisite for [the KWS’] effectiveness that it is completely one with the 
feeling and thinking of its people.” The Duke and KWS senator once again 
reminded his audience that “for the reconstruction of our Fatherland, 
we need science and research more than ever.” “German comrades,” he 
continued, “to make you more familiar with the goals of the Society, is 
the goal of this evening. We first, however, wish to thank our Führer and 
Chancellor as well as the government for the support of German science, 
whose international standing should not only remain stable but advance. 
Heil Hitler!”17 Obviously, Nazi rhetoric had become an effective linguistic 
resource for the KWS to advance its goals. Its prestige, which von Cranach  
unabashedly flaunted in a letter to Astel, also lent an air of scientific re-
spectability to the Thuringian Racial Policy Office president’s aims.

For Rüdin, who lectured on “Predictions of Hereditarily Diseased and 
Normal Children,” the evening was a chance to once again demonstrate 
the usefulness of his Institute and assert his personal loyalty to the regime 
and its leader, as well as legitimize its racial policies, especially in the 
area of sterilization. “Our Führer, as an ingenious political pioneer, has 
a watchword,” Rüdin proclaimed, “help bring the healthy, talented and 
pure race to victory.” “Government, people and science are turning their 
attention to the welfare of the healthy of the coming generation,” the 
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Munich psychiatric geneticist continued. Since it is difficult to discern 
who is truly of “good race,” the speaker argued, his own research tool, the 
empirical hereditary prognosis, is a critical instrument serving the state’s 
policy needs. Children of the mentally ill are 10 to 60 percent more likely 
to become sick than those of a normal population, Rüdin maintained. 
Moreover, “according to the newest research,” 40 percent of the children 
of the feebleminded are abnormal. On the basis of 250 epileptic twins, the 
GRIP director emphasized, the hereditability of epilepsy in their progeny 
could be demonstrated almost 100 percent of the time. As such, “the Law 
for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring is well-supported 
with trustworthy numbers [based upon] genetic prognoses.” Although 
Germany still had a way to go before reaching a final consensus, Rüdin 
admitted, “science is on the way to establishing a usable racial hygienic 
step ladder of the genetic worth of individuals.” “The socialist organiza-
tion of the support for the individual depends upon how, through racial 
hygiene, a people eliminate its unhappy ballasts through the prevention 
of the reproduction of its genetic defectives,” Rüdin concluded.18 What-
ever nonideological motivations might have moved the Munich direc-
tor to give such a talk, there is little doubt that his language was harsh. 
Like his talks examined in the previous chapter, this one may also have 
paved the rhetorical path leading to something far more sinister than 
Nazi Germany’s draconian Sterilization Law: its “euthanasia” project. As 
we have seen, Rüdin was not detached from the “euthanasia” initiative 
after it was initiated by the regime.

Fritz Lenz, head of the Eugenics Division of the KWIA after Mucker-
mann’s removal, was also invited by the KWS to present a public lecture 
at the Harnack House. Interestingly, Lenz appeared unsure about how 
scholarly his talk should be. Fischer, his boss, urged him not to tackle 
a difficult scientific problem. Instead, he should offer a topic of current 
concern. Remarking to President Planck that his research field offered 
a good opportunity for such a nationally relevant talk, Lenz held his 
lecture on February 20, 1935. The title: “Problems of Practical Race Hy-
giene.”19 Like Rüdin after him, Lenz stressed the importance of the Nazi 
Sterilization Law as a negative eugenic measure. He argued that if the 
Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring were vigorously 
applied, the number of feebleminded could be cut in half in a matter of 
years. But Lenz’s real interest was in positive eugenics: the increase of 
the so-called fitter elements of the population. In his lecture he offered 
a number of suggestions for how this might be accomplished. Among 
the several points he raised in his talk, Lenz championed the Nazi law 
that limited the number of people who could pursue advanced degrees 
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(in reality, impacting Jews, “Aryan women,” and politically unreliable 
individuals). Not only would it reverse the dangerous trend that resulted 
in “fitter” people having fewer children; it would also prevent the decline 
of talent in academia. Rhetorically capitalizing on the National Social-
ist view that character was more important than dry intelligence, this 
most intellectually elitist of human geneticists conceded that although 
scientific talent appeared to have recently declined in the universities, 
the “selection of character” has become better. This could be gleaned, 
Lenz reminded his audience, in “the achievements of the young aca-
demic generation at Langemarck [a village in the Flemish part of Belgium 
where German troops attempted to take back ground from the British 
and French in 1917 during World War I], in the quelling of the commu-
nist revolt in the post–[World War I period in Weimar Germany] and in 
the struggle for the National Socialist idea.”20 Lenz ended his talk with an 
interesting, if not uncontroversial, point: “selection of the highest grade 
racial elements cannot be achieved with reference to external traits. One 
champions the culturally productive elements most effectively,” Lenz as-
serted, by making “efficiency and actual accomplishments in the service 
of the entire people and culture” the measure of fitness.21 Here Lenz is 
taking issue with the crude racial-anthropological views of some leading 
Nazis who believed that only those who looked “Nordic” were worth 
selecting. He was opposed to creating a hierarchy of “Aryan Germans” 
based on physiognomy. This would be divisive and would not strengthen 
the people’s community. Hence, Lenz’s public speech at the Harnack 
House deftly incorporated party language and sentiment while simulta-
neously deviating from it; his talk was shaded gray. Whether the speaker 
felt he was upholding his intellectual integrity by offering this gray-toned 
speech is unknown.

Although Lenz’s 1935 public lecture was an important event for him, 
the KWS, and the Nazi state, it paled in comparison to his Hamburg 
talk delivered a little more than a year later. A Hanseatic port on the 
North Sea, Hamburg had traditionally been a city of merchants made 
rich through trade. The KWS appears to have had good connections in 
this old city, and undoubtedly it hoped that a talk focusing on whether 
heredity or environment dominated in human traits might draw a large 
crowd, hence bringing the Society new financial backers and additional 
party support. Corresponding with Planck, Lenz suggested this particular 
topic rather than a more popular one. He believed it might reflect better 
on the work undertaken in the KWIA. Planck agreed with him. He also 
added, however, that it was important for the lecture to offer something 
for the specialist.22 Perhaps the president hoped to offset some of the 
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wilder notions of racial hygiene held by certain less academic Nazi of-
ficials; maybe he wished to uphold the scientific integrity of the Society. 
Or possibly he believed that those most likely to financially support the 
Society would prefer a scholarly talk in the long-standing tradition of the 
KWS. At any rate, this public lecture was important enough for the aging 
Planck to preside over it. The talk came on the heels of the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the Society’s founding. Nothing about the lecture was left 
to chance.

Like other KWS-sponsored public lectures, von Cranach asked the 
speaker to write something about his Institute and himself that would be 
rewritten into a press release for the talk and the Society.23 What is par-
ticularly interesting about Lenz’s speech is that we have his own appraisal 
of his Institute as well as his impact on Nazi racial policy along with its 
reformulation for the press by von Cranach. These two documents dem-
onstrate how language was renegotiated for political purposes.

Lenz was absolutely candid in his draft to von Cranach. After explain-
ing the nature of the KWIA and his own research, including the new 
clinical work that he assumed after von Verschuer’s departure to head 
his own institute in Frankfurt, he touched upon his duties for the state. 
Lenz reminded von Cranach that he was a member of the Reich Ministry 
of the Interior’s Expert Committee for Racial and Population Policy. But 
the eugenicist lamented that although he penned numerous testimonials 
on practical racial hygiene measures, “few have found their way into the 
legislation” and none have been openly discussed. He admitted that he 
was “all but uninvolved” in any racial laws presently on the books. Lenz 
was, however, politically astute enough to recognize that it would prob-
ably be unwise to emphasize this in any press release.24

If we look at the reformulated press release written by von Cranach 
we find an even greater emphasis on the role of the KWIA for Nazi racial 
policy than in Lenz’s draft. Indeed, parts of von Cranach’s version appear 
to be little more than a KWS attempt to demonstrate the KWIA’s useful-
ness for the biological policies of the regime. After explaining when and 
why the KWIA was established, von Cranach commented that when it 
opened its doors, “no person could have imagined that the research di-
rection of the new institute would, in so short a time, become the center 
of interest of the entire Volk.” Clearly, he continued, no one could have 
anticipated that it would be used so heavily as an intellectual resource by 
the state to formulate its population policy. In his final paragraph—one 
completely absent in Lenz’s draft—von Cranach stressed that “owing to 
the enormous growth in the importance of genetic and racial teaching 
in the new Reich,” teaching duties for physicians and pastors along with 
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public talks have been added to the KWIA’s “real task”: research. “As 
such, this Institute of the KWS stands in a very special close relationship 
with the Volk and State,” he concluded.25 When one compares the two 
versions of the press release, there can be little doubt that the Society, 
perhaps more than Lenz himself, was interested in milking this upcom-
ing event for all it was worth politically.

As in earlier KWS-sponsored talks, the invitation list for the lecture, the 
specific venue, and the honored guests invited to dinner before the talk 
were negotiated affairs. Both the KWS administration and state and party 
officials in Hamburg wanted to make sure everything went off without 
a hitch. An important city councilman, Dr. Lindemann, had the largest 
hand in drawing up the list of notables who would dine in the exquisite 
restaurant in Hamburg’s finest hotel, the Vier Jahreszeiten (the Four Sea-
sons). A high-ranking official for scientific and educational affairs in the 
city, Dr. Witt, suggested to von Cranach that the original invitation list, 
with its representatives from the army, SS, SA (Sturmabteilung or Storm 
Troopers), party, and Hamburg government, lacked an appropriate num-
ber of important representatives of industry—something not irrelevant 
to the KWS. He also queried whether teachers and members of the uni-
versity community should be included. Von Cranach, of course, insisted 
that members of the Society in Hamburg and the surrounding areas re-
ceive an invitation. By the time all interested parties finished their delib-
erations, over two thousand invitations were extended to Lenz’s talk.26 
The dinner preceding the lecture must have been deemed exceptionally 
politically and socially important for the KWS, since detailed seating ar-
rangements were drawn up. Indeed von Cranach was so concerned about 
who sat next to whom that he requested Lindemann to inform him if 
the mayor of Hamburg was planning to attend the dinner. In the event 
of the mayor’s absence, his representative had to be placed on the right 
of side of President Planck. The highest ranking general of the army in 
attendance, von Cranach stated, should be seated on Planck’s left side. 
If he was unable to attend, it was imperative that the next oldest general 
sit to the left of the Society president.27 Such formalities were not just a 
matter of civility; they were an exercise in politics and power.

Judging from the numerous newspaper reports, Lenz’s talk, though 
scientific rather than popular, was a big success. Indeed, so many people 
accepted an invitation to attend the public lecture that it was necessary 
to use the city music hall to accommodate all the guests, rather than two 
large halls at the Hamburg University, as originally planned. According to 
one newspaper report, even the large music hall auditorium could barely 
hold all who chose to attend the nearly two-hour lecture. Every seat was 
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taken. President Planck reminded the packed hall of the “tremendous 
importance of pure research,” the kind of research that the KWS had 
always been renowned for. Although it often did not immediately lead 
to practical applications, Planck continued, without such research, “any 
progress and any development in our culture would be unthinkable.”28 
With those words he introduced the evening’s speaker, Lenz.

If one examines the language used by Lenz in his talk, one finds that he 
was far more reticent than Rüdin had been to exaggerate the exactitude of 
genetic knowledge that scientists acquired from human beings. He spoke 
at great length on how difficult it was to predict with scientific certainty 
whether a trait was really genetic—certainly not something that was mu-
sic to the regime’s ears. This is because one can only deduce hereditability 
of traits from experiments on plants and animals; such experiments on 
humans could never be carried out, Lenz maintained. Perhaps even more 
politically controversial was his statement that human genetics could not 
count on the records of the medically staffed Hereditary Health Courts 
to implement the Nazi Sterilization Law. Unfortunately, such records 
were “too full of holes” and did not constitute a representative sample of 
all defective people in the nation.29 Fischer, Rüdin, and von Verschuer, 
it will be recalled, had been given special access to such records for their 
research by Arthur Gütt. And Rüdin, in his own KWS-sponsored talk, had 
all but announced that enough genetic knowledge was available to sup-
port all Nazi racial policy measures. But Lenz’s words of caution should 
not be construed as a critique of sterilization. As the Eugenics Division 
head put it, whether a disease like “feeblemindedness” is genetic or ac-
quired is really immaterial. “In either case,” Lenz reminded his audience, 
such a defective person was “unfit for parenthood,” and it was certainly 
not in the interest of society that he or she reproduces. At least one of the 
papers covering Lenz’s talk ended its column by noting that achieving  
an ever more reliable assessment of the heritability of traits would be  
accomplished through the ideological push provided by the Nazi world-
view.30 Again, the nationalistic and elitist Lenz offered his listeners a talk 
that served the interests of his employer, the KWS, but could only be seen 
as ambivalent from the standpoint of Nazi enthusiasts. On the one hand, 
he was indirectly advocating that a larger number of people be robbed 
of the right to reproduce; the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Dis-
eased Offspring, as draconian on paper as it was in practice, only denied 
parenthood to those suffering from certain so-called genetic disorders. 
On the other hand, Lenz indirectly reminded his audience again that 
the scientific basis of much of racial policy might be on shakier ground 
than most thought. Perhaps he believed that if he emphasized how much 
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work in human genetics was left to be done, more money might flow into 
the coffers of his Institute. At any rate, since there is no indication that 
he suffered any political repercussions from this lecture, we must assume 
that the good points of the talk outweighed the bad. We do not know 
whether his critical statements on the state of knowledge of his field 
bothered other German human geneticists such as Fischer and Rüdin.

The KWS’s attempt to organize public lectures for the Society’s hu-
man geneticists was not without its amusing episodes. The politics of 
professional talk took on an almost comical air in the case of a talk sched-
uled for von Verschuer in 1936. As we have seen, by February 1936 von 
Verschuer already headed his own human genetics and racial hygiene 
institute in Frankfurt. It was viewed as a model, and its existence and 
work were reported internationally. Von Verschuer remained, however, a 
scientific member of the KWS. As such, it was no problem for the Society 
to tap his growing reputation in the field of human heredity and medi-
cal genetics. Von Verschuer anticipated holding a talk in Saarbrücken, 
capital of the Saarland, entitled “Hereditary Talent and Genetic Taint.”31 
The Saarland, taken from Germany and put under control of the League 
of Nations by the Treaty of Versailles, was returned to Germany on Janu-
ary 13, 1935, following a plebiscite. In the wake of a heavy propaganda 
campaign conducted by the Nazi state, over 90 percent of those living in 
this industrial region bordering France and Luxembourg voted to once 
again become part of the Reich. One might imagine that the newly rein-
corporated region would welcome the KWS and one of its most renowned 
researchers in the field of human geneticists with open arms. Yet some-
time between September 1935 and early February 1936, the ambitious 
District Leader and Reich Commissioner of the Saarland, Josef Bürckel, 
decided to refuse to allow the lecture to take place. Although there was 
nothing the KWS could do about this decision, it used its influence to 
try to find out the reason for this refusal. After writing to its contacts in 
the Reichskanzlei (Reich Chancellery)—a testimony to the Society’s good 
connections in the highest places—von Cranach received word on July 
31, 1936, from a representative of the Ministry of the Interior containing 
an explanation from Bürckel.32 Apparently, he forbade the talk because 
when the request for it reached his desk, a popular article from “reaction-
ary” circles honoring the former kaiser, Wilhelm II, caused trouble for the 
Nazis in the region and angered party members. Bürckel admitted that he 
failed to recognize that the lecture was sponsored by the “scientific insti-
tute” known as the KWS. He assumed that von Verschuer was someone 
wishing to speak for some promonarchy “Kaiser Wilhelm Organization.” 
This Bürckel could naturally not allow. Moreover, the District Leader  
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emphasized, the request for permission for von Verschuer’s talk came not 
long after the Saarland was reunited with the Reich. There were so many 
people and organizations wishing to capitalize on this occasion—the first 
new territory gained by the Nazi government after the hated Versailles 
Treaty—that even party organizations were refused permission to hold 
rallies there, Bürckel claimed.33

This comedy of errors notwithstanding, there are several interesting 
things to note. First, by 1936 the party obviously had the last word over 
whether any national talk could be held. That having been said, the KWS 
was obviously important enough to expect and receive an explanation 
from high-ranking political organizations and personalities for this seem-
ingly arbitrary decision. To make sure that party members recognized the 
name of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society in the Saarland in the future, von 
Cranach sent literature on the KWS to an official of the Saarbrücken city 
government. Von Cranach told him that he would be obliged if the of-
ficial could enlighten the entire Saar region to the nature of the Society.34 
And finally, by the time it learned the reason for the refusal, the KWS 
had already decided to hold von Verschuer’s talk in a different industrial 
region—again in the hope of gaining financial backing. In a letter to the 
treasurer of the KWS and Ruhr steel magnate Dr. Albert Vögler (in 1941 
Vögler would be appointed president of the Society), von Cranach sug-
gested that von Verschuer’s lecture be delivered in Wuppertal, in the 
steel and coal-producing Ruhr region. The city of Wuppertal was not 
yet a member of the KWS, von Cranach admitted, but “maybe it could 
be wooed on this occasion.” Surprisingly, there were not many cities in 
the Ruhr that were presently members of the Society, von Cranach men-
tioned to Vögler. The KWS treasurer thought holding the lecture there 
was a good idea, although he admitted that he didn’t have many connec-
tions to the city. Ultimately, von Verschuer’s public lecture was held in 
Remscheid, a Ruhr city that was already a Society member.35

Throughout the Nazi period, the KWS continued to sponsor lectures 
delivered by its scientists in the Harnack House in Berlin as well as in 
other cities. These professional talks did not cease with the outbreak of 
war, even if the Reich Minister of Interior did remind the KWS that in 
sponsoring lectures dealing with population in the East, great caution was 
in order. “Backlashes and misunderstandings” could result.36 That highly 
contentious talks were held under the Society’s banner during wartime 
can be gleaned from a memo from the SS dated October 22, 1941. It lists 
six KWS-sponsored lectures for which it requested invitations in winter 
1941–42. Among the talks of interest to the SS was Fischer’s lecture on 
“Problems and Tasks in White Africa” scheduled for January 13, 1942.37 
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Fischer responded enthusiastically to a request by the general secretary 
of the KWS, Telschow, to hold this talk. He replied that “considering the 
future colonial problems, the topic was . . . especially relevant.”38 If the 
Society did not merely wish to “survive” the Third Reich but to flourish 
within it, the role played by KWS-sponsored talks to confer prestige on 
the organization and to help fill its coffers was significant. It goes with-
out saying that such national talks were also professionally useful to the 
researchers who delivered them.

German human geneticists not only spoke at KWS-sponsored lectures. 
Prior to the Third Reich, they also presented papers at national profes-
sional conferences. To give but one example, in 1930, Rüdin held a talk 
in Munich entitled “Means and Goals for the Biological Investigation 
of Criminals with Special Consideration of the Role of Heredity,” at the 
German meeting of the Gesellschaft für Kriminalbiologie (Criminal- 
Biological Society).39 Such activities continued after the Nazi takeover. 
We know that after 1933, Fischer gave talks at such established venues 
as the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Innere Medizin (German Society for In-
ternal Medicine), the Berliner Akademie für medizinische Fortbildung 
(Berlin Academy for Continuing Medical Education), and even the es-
teemed Preußische Akademie der Wissenschaften (Prussian Academy of 

26	 The ninth Meeting of the German society for Physical anthropology, Tübingen, 1937. 
During the conference, the participants voted to change the name of their organization to 
the German society for Racial Research. The young Josef Mengele is pictured in the second 
row on the extreme left. in the middle of that row we find the elderly, white-bearded alfred 
Ploetz. standing second and third to the right of Ploetz are Fischer and von Verschuer. Photo 
courtesy of the archiv der Max-Planck-Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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Sciences).40 His colleagues did the same. At a meeting of the Deutsche  
Gesellschaft für physische Anthropologie (German Society for Physical 
Anthropology) held in Tübingen in September 1937, von Verschuer, 
Fischer, and Alfred Ploetz made their presence felt. According to a report 
in von Verschuer’s journal, Der Erbarzt, by the then young and largely un-
known human geneticist Josef Mengele, these men and their colleagues 
decided halfway into the conference to change the organization’s name. 
The new name, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Rassenforschung (Ger-
man Society for Racial Research), was certainly a professional title that 
reflected both the research of these men and the tenor of the times.41 Yet 
it is in the international arena, at foreign-held professional conferences 
and lecture series sponsored in neutral, occupied or “friendly” countries 
during the war, that one can best see the symbiotic relationship between 
human heredity and politics under the swastika.

International Professional Conferences and Lecture Series

As was the case for KWS-sponsored and national conferences, Germany’s  
community of human geneticists frequently attended international 
meetings in their field. As we have seen, Fischer, von Verschuer, Rüdin, 
and others took an active role in international IFEO conferences during 
the 1920s and early 1930s. Recall that prior to the Nazi takeover, Fischer, 
with his American colleague Davenport, was anxious to influence Mus-
solini on population policy. They eyed the 1929 Rome meeting of the 
IFEO as a unique opportunity to have a concrete political impact on the 
new fascist government in Italy.

Although German human geneticists, like their non-German col-
leagues, used international conferences to push their eugenics agendas, 
the rules for attending such meetings changed for the Germans dramati-
cally after 1933. Under the Nazi regime the mere desire to participate in 
an international meeting was no guarantee that a scientist could do so. 
There were numerous political and economic restraints placed on those 
who wished to make their mark in the international arena. As strange 
as it may sound to us today, foreign professional meetings during the 
Third Reich were viewed as a venue for airing National Socialist foreign 
policy concerns. German human geneticists knew this and still gladly 
participated in them.

During the prewar years, there were initially three state organs that 
were involved in the politically and fiscally delicate operations of coordi-
nating German scientists’ attendance at professional conferences abroad: 
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Konstantin von Neurath’s Auswärtiges Amt (Foreign Office), Bernhard 
Rust’s Reichsministerium für Wissenschaft, Erziehung und Volksbildung 
(Reich Ministry of Education), and Josef Goebbels’s Reichsministerium 
für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda (Reich Ministry for Popular En-
lightenment and Propaganda). Naturally, there were conflicts of interest 
among the various state and party organs that believed international 
conferences fell under their bailiwick.42 As we have mentioned, the Third 
Reich was not a monolithic entity where Hitler made all the decisions. 
Yet there does not seem to have been any appreciable difference in the 
attitude of the major state organs toward international scientific confer-
ences, although Goebbels’s ministry seems to have been most vocal in its 
demands on those attending.

The Deutsche Kongress-Zentrale (DKZ) (German Congress Center) was 
established as a division of Goebbels’s Ministry of Popular Enlighten-
ment and Propaganda in 1934—probably owing to Goebbels’s feeling 
that his voice was not being heard regarding the propaganda value of 
international conferences. Beginning in 1936, those seeking to attend in-
ternational conferences needed the DKZ’s approval. From then on, it was 
responsible for questions of hard currency.43 Hence all applications made 
by individual scientists or institutions in the name of their researchers, 
like the Kaiser Wilhelm Society, were dependent on this office to get the 
needed money to attend an international conference. From the earliest 
days of the Third Reich, Germans attending such meetings were orga-
nized as delegations with a “delegation leader” at the helm. In addition, 
delegation leaders and the researchers under them were expected to meet 
with official German representatives in the country where the confer-
ence was being held. And finally, all scientists who traveled abroad were 
required to submit a report upon their return home.

The DKZ pulled no punches about its view of such international con-
ferences and its demands of delegation leaders at such meetings. As the 
DKZ’s Richtlinien für die Leiter Deutscher Abordnungen (Guidelines for Delega-
tion Leaders) points out, a delegation leader must understand that his task 
is not merely a professional one toward his scientific specialty. Rather, 
he must view it as “political or cultural-propagandistic pioneer work in 
the sense of German world prestige.” “Our present view of international 
congresses,” the Guidelines continued, “differs decidedly from earlier, 
more traditional views.” Moreover, the DKZ emphasized, “congresses are 
one of the most effective weapons in the struggle against poisoning the 
minds of people; in this manner we can, through efforts and personal 
impressions, eliminate prejudices and hateful lies without recourse to 
direct political propaganda.” Complaining that about 75 percent of all 
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international conferences were held in Paris or Brussels, the Guidelines 
argued that Germany should take its cue from France and consciously 
recognize that such meetings served as a form of cultural propaganda 
that “in the hand of the statesman can be used as an unrivalled political 
weapon.” Declaring that Germany play “a leading role, if not the leading 
role” at these international meetings, the head of the German delegation 
and the scientists under his leadership must do all they can to bring this 
about. Among other things, this included that the delegation leader bring 
those under him to a “unified group with one will.”44 Moreover, special 
attention must also be given to questions at conferences touching such 
politically sensitive issues as “racial hygiene, sterilization [and the] Jew-
ish Problem.” Delegation leaders were instructed to answer these queries 
in an objective manner and directly rebuke any attempt at a critique of 
National Socialist racial policies. And finally, the heads of the German 
delegation had to recognize that permission to speak at such conferences 
was an internal affair. The Nazi regime would decide who could represent 
Germany internationally.45

Under a section of the Guidelines entitled “It must not happen that . . .,”  
the DKZ clearly articulated several taboos for international conference 
etiquette, including the significant point that a German scientist should 
never contradict another in matters of Nazi ideology. Members of the 
German delegation found to be a political liability, despite having passed 
the political litmus test for attending such conferences, were to be sent 
home immediately. In addition, the DKZ stressed the need for the heads 
of German delegations to international conferences to deposit invita-
tions, memoranda, and anything distributed there in a DKZ archive cre-
ated specifically for this purpose.46 And finally, as a last word of advice 
to all those traveling abroad, the DKZ offered the following: “remember, 
that in the eyes of foreigners, you represent Germany; for you there is no 
longer a ‘private sphere.’” They must recognize that “your main task is 
to represent the interests of Germany in a worthy manner and through 
your presence to acquire prestige for your Fatherland.”47 The language of 
these commandments could not have been plainer.

Although none of the other state offices involved with foreign sci-
entific conferences were as explicit as the DKZ, the reports submitted 
by Fischer, von Verschuer, Rüdin, and other German human geneticists 
suggest that these and other official regulations were heeded. We know 
that the content of the reports must have been fairly accurate since fre-
quently important members of the Nazi Party, such as Walter Gross of the 
Racial Policy Office, attended international genetics conferences to keep 
a watchful eye over the behavior of German biomedical scientists.
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One of the first international meetings relevant to German human 
geneticists—as well as to Nazi racial policy—was the first Internation-
aler Kongress für Anthropologie und Ethnologie (International Anthro-
pological and Ethnological Congress) held in London between July 20 
and August 4, 1934.48 Despite the serious economic difficulties facing the 
Reich, the Foreign Office appointed Fischer as head of the delegation; 
travel for German scientists was granted.49 What is especially notewor-
thy about this meeting is that it was held during the interparty and state 
denunciation campaign against Fischer. We will recall that both jealous 
colleagues and important Nazi Party officials felt that this “non-Nazi” 
racial scientist wielded far too much power. As it might have caused in-
ternational repercussions to remove him as delegation leader, Gross did 
not insist on Fischer’s dismissal. He did, however, accompany the delega-
tion leader.50

In his obligatory report, Fischer stressed that over a thousand scientists 
from forty-nine countries attended the Congress. He also dutifully re-
ported that there were a small number of Jewish immigrants at the meet-
ing, but “they did not make a display.” According to the KWIA director, 
one Englishman had the audacity to make a “tactless” remark. He claimed 
that a famous philologist named Müller had demonstrated that the term 
“Aryan” did not designate a race but a linguistic group. Moreover, ac-
cording to this same expert, the original “Aryan culture” was mixed with 
Near Eastern, Semitic, and other ethnic groups. Although the English-
man did not specifically attack Nazi racial policy, Fischer complained to 
the general secretary of the Congress about this ostensibly impertinent 
comment. Fischer stated in his report that he would see to it that this 
“tactless” speech be shortened in the meeting’s official report.51 Most in-
teresting, however, was Fischer’s emphasis on the honors bestowed upon 
him at this prestigious meeting. As Fischer stated in his official report to 
Reich Minister of Education Rust: “I received the assignment to greet all 
of the universities and societies from every country in the name of all 
the representatives of every nation [attending the Congress], to thank 
Prince George and the President [of the Congress], and to wish it success. 
There were no other speakers. In addition, I was invited to dinner at the 
House of Lords by the Earl of Onslow,” with only twenty other impor-
tant individuals invited to attend the dinner. Fischer was also proud that 
“several Germans took turns chairing sessions with [delegates from other 
countries].” It would have been a grave mistake, Fischer concluded, had 
the German delegation not been so heavily represented.52

From Fischer’s report and his actions at this conference it is clear that 
he served his own interests as well as those of the state by attending this 
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meeting. He also demonstrated his loyalty to the regime during his de-
nunciation campaign and pointed to his value as a scientific resource for 
the Third Reich. The KWIA director clearly proved that it was advanta-
geous for the National Socialist state to retain him as head of the German 
delegation. Moreover, it was probably not accidental that the denuncia-
tion campaign against Fischer stopped soon afterward. As Fischer later 
stated in his unpublished autobiography with regard to his need to “walk 
on eggshells” at this particular gathering: “I remained scientifically objec-
tive and all went splendidly; there were no disturbances, and I received 
applause.”53 We must question, however, whether a scientist suspected 
by Nazi officials would behave any differently or write a report that would 
significantly vary from the one he submitted. That Walter Gross kept an 
eye over the delegation in London may have further induced Fischer to 
compliance at a time when his professional stature was in jeopardy.

In 1935, the International Union for the Scientific Investigation of 
Population Problems (IUSIPP) hosted its World Population Conference 
in the capital of the “new Germany.” Fischer was appointed acting sci-
entific president of the Conference by the government. Although some 
members of the IUSIPP had reservations about holding the conference 
in Berlin after the “Nazi seizure of power” (but before the passing of 
the Nuremberg Laws), individuals of the stature of American geneticist  
Raymond Pearl believed that a “proven and broadminded scientist like  
Eugen Fischer could guarantee the scientific neutrality of the confer-
ence.”54 Suffice it to say that the Conference was truly a propaganda 
showcase for Nazi racial policy in every sense of the word. The accom-
plishments of the young National Socialist state were lauded in virtually 
every German scientific paper, as well as in Fischer’s opening remarks. 
Fischer spared no words slavishly praising the achievements of Hitler for 
all his great work in the field of racial hygiene:

We are full of prideful joy in the knowledge . . . that our government, especially our 

Führer and Reich chancellor adolf hitler, has recognized this deep and far-reaching 

meaning of the science of population policy, and that he has the will to take the con-

sequences [from this knowledge]. as such, we should begin our work today by honor-

ing the man whose strong hand has the desire, and God-willing, the energy, to turn 

the German people around from the population policy fate that led past cultures and 

people to their demise. i hope and wish for the same for all state leaders and govern-

ments of all other nations and people. in this wish for all—as we gather together on 

German soil and in the Reich capital—let us respectfully pay homage to the Führer and 

Reich chancellor of the German people. . . . Heil, Hitler.55
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Von Verschuer, Fischer’s protégé, also reiterated the importance of hu-
man heredity for National Socialist racial policy in his own conference 
talk, “Genetics as the Foundation of Population Policy.” Numerous other 
German human geneticists held lectures at the conference, including 
Rüdin. As such, the Berlin meeting also shed a positive light on the KWS 
since so much of the new regime’s racial science was undertaken in the 
Fischer and Rüdin institutes.

Perhaps less obviously propagandistic is the way important state offi-
cials like Reich Minister of the Interior and Honorary Congress President 
Wilhelm Frick used the conference for Nazi foreign policy ends. To be 
sure, Frick, like most of the German researchers in attendance, laid bare 
the biological vision of Nazi politics. He stressed the importance of a 
specifically racial population policy. “What sense does foreign, financial 
or economic policy make,” Frick remarked, “if people are destroyed ra-
cially?” But then he went further. Frick not only tried to deflect from the 
negative image of Germany’s sterilization policy abroad, insisting that it 
was merely “an emergency measure . . . to banish the acute danger for 
the time being.” He also argued that following the logic of race hygiene 
and population policy, National Socialists must be enemies of war. “The 
German people,” Frick continued, “wish for nothing more than to main-
tain their own population within the framework of other nations and 
to contribute their share to the further development of human culture 
and civilization.”56 When one considers that by this time Germany was 
already in the throes of its illegal rearmament program and that it was 
one of Hitler’s conscious foreign policy strategies to present himself as a 
man of peace, one realizes how such a conference could, and did, serve 
Nazi goals in the international arena. Perhaps Frick was influenced by 
the views of Rüdin. The Munich psychiatric geneticist gave an interview 
to the Nazi press with the title “What Is Racial Hygiene?” just several 
weeks prior to the Berlin Congress. Like Frick, he also stressed that Ger-
man eugenicists desired nothing more than peace on earth. War, Rüdin 
declared, only destroys the “fittest” people. This report came about a year 
after one appearing in the Völkischer Beobachter, which also championed 
racial hygienists as opponents of war. It was based on a resolution made 
at the IFEO conference held in Zurich in July 1934—a meeting presided 
by Rüdin and attended by numerous German human geneticists.57

Fischer’s success at hosting the World Population Conference at home 
ensured his appointment as delegation leader when it was held in Paris 
two years later. Recognizing his scientific value to the regime, he re-
quested a large sum of money for forty scientists, including junior people  
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and spouses of some of the researchers. Fischer stressed the cultural- 
political importance of a large German delegation to attend a conference 
in Paris—where the political situation would be far more delicate than 
the Conference he hosted at home.58 Indeed, according to the delegation 
leader, “even women could be used to promote the German cause at such 
occasions”—a suggestion that was endorsed by the DKZ when it wrote 
its Guidelines a year later.59 In a letter to his trusted friend von Verschuer, 
Fischer strongly encouraged him to make the journey to Paris; it was all 
well and good that Nazi officials appear, but it was also necessary that 
“prestigious representatives of science attend.”60 A conflict with those 
foreign human geneticists who did not see eye to eye with the German 
delegation was expected in Paris.

Owing to illness, Fischer was unable to attend, although he had made 
all the necessary preparations for this important meeting. In his place, 
Rüdin was appointed substitute German delegation leader.61 The ex-
pected ideological conflict in Paris—where the Germans were unable to 
control events as they did in Berlin—was not slow in coming. Although 
the details cannot concern us here, suffice it to say that three Jewish sci-
entists, including the renowned cultural anthropologist Franz Boas (who 
emigrated from Germany to the United States in the late nineteenth 
century) questioned the importance of genetics as the determining fac-
tor in such traits as intelligence and denied that a country’s intellectual 
development was dependent upon its inhabitants’ race. Moreover, Boas 
and his like-minded colleagues argued that the individual’s or group’s 
environment largely shapes so-called racial traits. Boas subsequently pre-
sented his views in a French publication entitled Races et Racisme (Races 
and Racism). He could hardly have expected to get a hearing in a German 
professional journal at this time.62

In their reports of this conference, both von Verschuer and Rüdin em-
phasized how they brandished “the sword of [their] science” to refute the 
claims of the Jewish participants. Von Verschuer accomplished this by 
stressing that these speakers were not in step with the newest hereditary 
research. Ernst Rodenwaldt, another member of the German delegation, 
labeled the criticism of these Jewish scientists “rabbinical.” They had 
nothing to do with customary scientific discussions found in European 
science, he added. Moreover, von Verschuer pointed out that German 
racial legislation did not aim to assign a “value” to individual races. Al-
legedly, Germany was only interested in protecting “its own people from 
an infusion of completely alien racial elements.”63 Von Verschuer and 
Fischer appeared to agree among themselves on this and other rhetori-
cally slippery means of negotiating the politically sensitive “Jewish ques-
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tion” in order to protect their own scientific reputations abroad while 
simultaneously trying not to anger the Nazi government. For example, 
both scientists never used the phrase “less valuable race” to depict Jews. 
Instead they were labeled “different.”64 Von Verschuer concluded this 
portion of his report by stating that all attempts of the Jewish partici-
pants to discredit his colleagues’ research faltered on “German scientific 
thoroughness.”65

Delegation leader Rüdin stressed his Institute members’ scientific 
contributions to combat the opposition. Hans Luxenburger, Friedrich 
Stumpfl, and Klaus Conrad of the GRIP gave talks that lent support for 
the large role of heredity in all sorts of psychiatric disorders. The Munich 
director presented a paper on “The Eugenics of Insanity,” which, as he 
claimed, particularly offended the worldview of the Jewish scientists at 
the conference. In his talk Rüdin stressed the need for both negative eu-
genic measures (sterilization) as well as positive racial hygiene (increasing 
the number of the “fit”). According to Rüdin, this is merely what nature 
does, only more brutally. It actually allows the unfit to die, not some-
thing aimed at by eugenicists, Rüdin asserted. Although he specifically 
stated that his intention was not to threaten the lives of these hereditarily 
defective individuals, one wonders how his language would have come 
across to his audience: “The push to increase the birth rate of the geneti-
cally healthy and hereditarily talented must be the first concern of all 
cultured nations. And this will be made easier if the available help now 
funneled to the mass of genetically diseased and hereditarily defective, 
especially the genetic insane . . . and feebleminded . . . whose unhappy, 
if primarily parasitic, existence is a burden for the working population, is 
no longer wasted. Overcoming the birth rate [problem] will not be made 
more difficult by an eliminationist eugenics, but easier.” Rüdin had long 
since been an advocate of mandatory sterilization. He also held the view 
that “the good of the whole comes before the good of the individual” 
even before it became an ubiquitous Nazi slogan.66

In his report to the authorities, Rüdin proudly echoed von Verschuer’s 
observations by stating that “the German position was defended in a 
worthy manner and undoubtedly won an intellectual and moral victory” 
at the conference. However, he further argued that it was necessary to go 
to international meetings even when such unpleasant instances occur, in 
order to know what the other side thought about Germany’s science and 
politics and to immediately report any incidents that occur. Almost two 
years later, only months before the outbreak of the war, Rüdin showed 
his willingness to do the regime’s bidding in a report that was sent to 
the general director of the KWS. Asked if he thought new international  
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scientific congresses were necessary, Rüdin replied that what was impor-
tant was not to create new conferences, but to ensure that “Germany’s 
interests are secured at the ones already in existence.” It was most impor-
tant, however, “to bring the existing ones to Germany. I have worked 
towards this end,” he asserted.67

The GRIP director had the good fortune of serving as delegation head 
for another conference held in Paris during the same month as the con-
troversial Population Policy meeting. This was the Second International 
Kongress für psychische Hygiene (Congress for Mental Health). As was 
customary for delegation leaders, Rüdin prepared a list of participants 
requiring both permission and money to attend. In his letter to the DKZ, 
he, like Fischer, specifically requested that money be given for the spouses 
of the researchers. As Rüdin explained, it was important that women at-
tend as they were could effectively disseminate propaganda for the Reich. 
The men naturally had to focus upon conference papers and had less time 
for such matters. Such money for spouses, Rüdin argued, “would be very 
usefully spent.”68

Rüdin’s talk at the conference, “The Conditions and Role of Eugen-
ics in the Prophylaxis of Mental Illness,” appears to have been generally 
well received, except by the “non-Aryan” participants, as he noted in 
his report. At least this time, the Munich director remarked, the pope 
avoided issuing any anti-eugenic remarks, as he did at the 1935 meeting 
in Rome. Rüdin was also anxious to host the next Congress meeting in 
Munich, demonstrating in word and deed what he had reported to the 
KWS administration. Holding it in his home would undoubtedly popu-
larize the “practical advances in psychiatry” to a larger audience, Rüdin 
argued. More to the point: it would serve to showcase what Germany has 
accomplished in the field of genetic and racial care. This was something, 
the Munich director remarked, the country could be proud of.69

Rüdin’s paper at the Mental Hygiene Congress in Paris contained the 
same well-worn arguments in favor of mandatory sterilization that col-
ored all of his national and international professional talks. After all, the 
unfit, Rüdin contended, could not be counted on to forsake parenthood 
voluntarily. And for the well-being of society, people are subjected to all 
sorts of regulations. Why should eugenic sterilization be different? What 
was different, if not odd, in his speech was his reference to German Jews. 
Apparently, eugenics strove for an “ideal physical and mental strength-
ening of our Jews, even our Jewesses.” This would train the younger gen-
eration of German Jews in the virtues of “community spirit, sacrifice, 
selflessness and especially responsibility for the preservation of the bodily 
and mental health of our Volk.” One wonders why Rüdin went out of his 
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way to say this. There were undoubtedly numerous “non-Aryan” scien-
tists at this particular conference. Whether he believed he could curry 
favor with “Aryan” opponents of his views through such a remark is diffi-
cult to imagine. He certainly gave no indication elsewhere that he viewed 
Germany’s Jews as part of the German national community.70

Although the symbiotic relationship between science and Nazi poli-
tics is best observed through the lens of biomedical researchers in the 
field of human heredity, there were those working in other genetics sub-
specialties who clearly served the Third Reich. They, too, profited from 
their willingness to aid their country in the international arena. Perhaps 
one of the best examples is the renowned KWS plant geneticist Fritz von 
Wettstein (1895–1945). Unlike almost all the major German human ge-
neticists under discussion, the Austrian-born von Wettstein never be-
came a party member. Indeed, he is frequently viewed as having been 
anything but a Nazi.

In September 1937, von Wettstein, codirector of the prestigious KWI 
for Biology in Dahlem, received an invitation from the Genetics Depart-
ment of the Carnegie Institution of Washington at Cold Spring Harbor, 
New York, to spend two to three months there and hold a series of lec-
tures. He was also requested to give a talk at the prestigious American 
Genetics Society Meetings in Indianapolis in December of that year. Von 
Wettstein was one of the most generously funded German plant geneti-
cists during the Third Reich and a scientist with extensive international 
connections. Who would prevent him from taking part in a professional 
activity that stood to aid his country as much as it would enhance his 
own reputation? As the report of his trip makes clear, von Wettstein was 
indeed given permission to go; it also sheds much light on the degree 
to which he was willing to use his time at Cold Spring Harbor to gather 
information on the institutional structure of scientific, especially genetic, 
research in the United States. Moreover, it reveals that he was eager to 
inform his German patrons about what needed to be done to ensure 
that German science, particularly genetics, remained competitive on the 
world stage. Von Wettstein apparently felt that the international stand-
ing of Germany in the field of genetics was threatened by the work done 
in the United States.

In a section of his report entitled “Scientific Life” von Wettstein out-
lined what he believed helped account for the strength of American  
science.

The strength and impressive aspect of american scientific life in its competition with 

other nations is the large number of working scientists and the existing institutes. This 
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was the first important impression [i had as early as] indianapolis, and it was continu-

ally confirmed later. not only is the number of universities and institutions of higher 

learning very large; one also finds a large number of different researchers for individual 

subspecialties in each institute. The quality of american scientists is not better than it 

is here—in many cases it is certainly worse. But if a leading light somehow discovers a 

new problem, a large number of older and younger scientists are immediately on the 

scene to follow it through theoretically, and, most especially, experimentally.71

Von Wettstein remarked that every American institute had numerous re-
searchers for each subdiscipline—a situation that simultaneously strongly 
encouraged new work and fostered “deep divisions and one-sidedness.” 
Although von Wettstein did not hold back his criticism of individual 
aspects of American research life, he stressed the importance of the newly 
founded Rockefeller institutes. He felt that, although Germany did not 
yet lag behind the United States in science, the trend in North America 
was such “that we must make every effort to hold the current position 
of equality.”72 In particular, von Wettstein praised the “general educa-
tion” given at American institutions of higher learning. “The social life 
in the dormitories results in a good esprit de corps,” the KWI for Biology 
codirector continued. He recommended “a tougher education” in his 
own homeland, something that would not only improve the state of Ger-
man science but result “in an avoidance of the [moral] decline of [our] 
youth.” Von Wettstein closed this portion of his report with what he felt 
Germany should strive for in academic life: “the correct [path] is the sum-
mation of a large number of specialized personnel under the direction of 
a leading [scientific] dignitary.”73

It is clear that von Wettstein’s professional visit to the United States 
served the National Socialist regime well, insofar as the KWI for Biology 
codirector went out of his way to describe the advantages and disad-
vantages of the structure of American scientific research and offered a 
concrete suggestion for how Germany could remain competitive in light 
of the great strides being made in the United States. Von Wettstein was 
particularly interested in doing all he could to modernize his field and 
give German genetics a competitive edge in the international arena. This 
was not just a matter of insuring that his Institute remained in the van-
guard of plant and agricultural genetics; for von Wettstein, it was also “a 
matter of patriotic pride.”74

But von Wettstein did not limit himself to a discussion of the pros and 
cons of American research structures. He spent an exceptionally large 
amount of time discussing Germany’s image in the United States and 
what could be done to improve the less-than-positive view of the Third 
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Reich there. In a special section of his report entitled “Our Propaganda,” 
von Wettstein discussed what he believed was Nazi Germany’s most se-
rious problem in the United States: “One of the worst impressions that 
any person acquires who has lived in [the United States] for any length 
of time is the anti-German propaganda, especially that which originates 
from the hate press. This is so bad that a remedy is absolutely essential.” 
The plant geneticist suggested that “even if it requires considerable finan-
cial resources” an “independent newspaper should be established that 
can simply bring clear, true news without inopportune propaganda. Most 
[Americans] are subjected to this hate press, as nothing else exists.”75 
It is clear from the rest of his report that von Wettstein’s “hate press” 
is synonymous with the so-called Jewish press. He appears to have ac-
cepted the National Socialist view that Jews were in control of the media 
in the United States, and that Germany would have to actively combat 
this if anything like an “objective” view of the Third Reich could reach 
non-Jewish Americans. Von Wettstein reported that “anti-Semitism is 
increasing heavily in many regions.” Considering this trend, he sug-
gested that “a wise, unobtrusive propaganda [campaign] demonstrating 
our true development would, especially now, fall on fertile ground. This 
newspaper propaganda should be supplemented by clever films that can 
offset the hate films.”76 Like many national-conservative German man-
darins,77 von Wettstein might have become more open to anti-Semitic 
propaganda over time, since his report leaves open the possibility that 
he believed the Jews were responsible for America’s negative view of the 
“new Germany.”

In addition to combating the “hate press,” von Wettstein suggested 
that Germany consider an exchange program with young American 
academics. These people would study in German institutions of higher 
learning and experience firsthand the truth about the Third Reich. “A 
long stay in our country is the best propaganda. I have observed that in 
connection to the English and American students in my Institute,” von 
Wettstein assured Minister Rust.78 And finally, the codirector of the KWI 
for Biology even contemplated implementing “increased cultural pro-
paganda by sending artists, scientists, and poets to conferences.” These 
efforts could even begin on ships carrying young American academics 
to Germany.79 Von Wettstein concluded his six-page report to Rust by 
reiterating the danger of not taking anti-German propaganda seriously. 
“I believe that we cannot pay enough attention to this anti-propaganda. 
Even if we need to spend a certain amount of money, we must neu-
tralize this hate—both generally and especially in institutions of higher  
learning.”80
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In fact, von Wettstein’s interest in combating anti-German propa-
ganda in the United States was part of a much larger project to establish 
Germany’s world hegemony in his field, control Eastern Europe’s stock of 
agricultural resources, and secure his country’s dominant position in the 
future European “new order.”81 As we can see, even nonhuman genetics 
and Nazi politics were mutually reinforcing during the Third Reich.

The war, at least the British involvement in it, did hamper some Ger-
man geneticists’ professional hopes. Von Verschuer, for example, gave 
a high-profile, high-prestige talk at the Royal Society in London on 
twin studies just months before its outbreak. He had hoped to secure 
an exchange of junior researchers between his Frankfurt Institute and 
the Francis Galton Laboratory. Allegedly, he viewed it as a way to quiet 
things down in the internationally and politically contested field of hu-
man genetics. In a private letter, Fischer congratulated his colleague on 
his achievements and mentioned that he spoke to the general secretary 
of the KWS, Telschow, about his accomplishments. It was clear to both, 
Fischer added, that von Verschuer would be his successor at the KWIA. 
Von Verschuer’s scientific and foreign policy successes could thus be used 
to promote him to the position of director of one of the most prestigious 
KWIs for human genetics—a plan long since forged by both men.82

Turning to the state and party organs involved in these matters, one 
finds that even before the war there were important changes in the For-
eign Office. Nazi Party official Joachim von Ribbentrop replaced con-
servative von Neurath, and the SS presence there became increasingly 
obvious.83 By this time, Ribbentrop’s office had also acquired its own 
“cultural-political department” responsible for overseeing international 
scientific conferences. The Foreign Organization of the NSDAP took on a 
new importance during the war years; Rust’s Reich Ministry of Education 
showed itself more aggressive as well. Indeed, in 1939, shortly after the 
outbreak of hostilities, a memo was sent to the KWS entitled “German 
International Cultural Propaganda” categorizing its members into those 
useful for “purely professional talks” and those with the ability to speak 
on more general scientific topics. Although Fischer, von Verschuer, von 
Wettstein, and Rüdin fell into the latter category, the subject matter of 
their science was so abjectly political that any meaningful distinction 
between scientific and political lectures fell by the wayside. The memo 
also stressed that the KWS, owing to the “completely apolitical man-
ner in which it was viewed abroad,” would be perfect for the kind of 
cultural-political work the regime now had in mind. It requested that 
the KWS encourage its members to invite scientists to hold talks at the 
Harnack House. It also desired KWS scientists to hold talks in appropri-
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ate foreign countries. To facilitate matters, Fischer, von Verschuer, von 
Wettstein, and other important KWS scientists were required to fill out 
a form pertaining to their foreign scientific contacts in neutral coun-
tries and requesting information on their ability to hold talks in foreign  
languages.84

With the beginning of the war, other high-level changes were made 
in the way the state dealt with international scientific conferences. On 
November 12, 1940, a meeting was organized to discuss all existing inter-
national scientific organizations and how they could be used or discarded 
to advance Germany’s interest. Fischer was part of the commission leg-
islated to make this important decision.85 In 1941, the Reich Ministry of 
Education circulated a secret memo stating that German scientists were 
to have as little to do with their Polish counterparts as possible.86 And 
when, in 1942, von Verschuer was invited to give a talk at the new Reich 
University of Posen on “Twin Studies as a Basis of Contemporary Racial 
Hygiene,” the poster announcing the talk specifically stated that “the 
German population is welcome to attend” (author’s emphasis). This ex-
clusion of non-Germans paralleled the experience surrounding the lec-
ture of the internationally famous author of the “uncertainty principle” 
and director of the KWI for Physics, Werner Heisenberg, when he held a 
talk in Krakow in 1943.87

Let us examine three sets of conferences where Fischer, von Verschuer, 
and Rüdin held talks during the war. Since normal international scien-
tific conferences ended with the outbreak of hostilities, German genet-
icists were reduced to holding talks in friendly or occupied countries, 
frequently as part of a lecture series sponsored by the German embassy 
(through the German Institute). These talks were perhaps more impor-
tant to the regime from a cultural-political point of view than those held 
at respected international meetings prior to the war.

In 1940, von Verschuer and Rüdin were scheduled to give talks related 
to their field of human genetics at the KWI für Kunst-und Kulturwissen-
schaften (KWI for Art and the Cultural Sciences) in Rome (the Society 
founded institutes in foreign countries as well). That a series of talks on 
such a subject would be held in what was, until 1934, known simply as the 
Bibliotheca Hertziana (BH)—the first humanistic institute opened by the 
KWS in 1913, dedicated largely to Italian art—requires an explanation.88 
In 1934, the new Nazi Party director of the BH, Werner Hoppenstedt,  
wrote a memorandum in which he argued—allegedly with the good 
wishes of the Führer—that a new cultural institute should be established 
in the Eternal City. The KWS agreed to have it appended to the BH and 
to extend its area of competence to a study of the relationship between 
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Italian and German culture. As Hoppenstedt explained, “it is the hope 
that with [the founding of such an Institute] a place in Rome could be 
secured that would advertise the German position and German politics 
in a meaningful and clear way without the word ‘propaganda’ having to 
be written at the entrance.”89 To accomplish this, scientists from both in-
side and outside the Institute would deliver seminars and colloquia that 
would attract the Italian public, especially the youth.

According to von Verschuer’s report, both he and Rüdin did indeed 
journey to Rome to present lectures on human genetics. In addition, Nazi 
Party and state officials responsible for racial policy such as Walter Gross 
and Leonardo Conti were also slated to present papers. Although the last 
two individuals definitely did not attend, von Verschuer could be pleased 
that his lecture, held in German, went over well with a large audience of 
Italian scientists and physicians. He intimated that the Italians had a lot 
of catching up to do in medical genetics and racial hygiene, but fortu-
nately they were eager to learn. An Italian journal entitled La Difesa della 
Razza (The Defense of the Race) (with a circulation of 150,000) agreed to 
carry a special issue dedicated to the subject.90

Fischer and von Verschuer held numerous talks throughout Eu-
rope in 1941 and 1942. From October 23 through November 8, 1941, 
Fischer delivered a series of lectures in Romania. He also gave one talk in  
Hungary. What is revealing about his travel report is the amount of po-
litical information it contained, especially on the tensions between Ro-
manians and Hungarians, as well as between Romanians and the ethnic 
Germans living among them. Fischer stressed the positive role played 
by the Deutsches Institut (German Institute) in Bucharest as a mediator 
between academic and political circles in Romania, as well as between the 
latter and Germans. Interestingly, he warned against having scientists 
lecture to Romanians and the ethnic Germans at the same time; separate 
events would strengthen the ties between Reich Germans and Romanian 
academics. Fischer also viewed it as a mistake to combine a trip to the 
city of Klausenburg (Cluj) in Hungary (now located in Romania) with 
Romania, since the Romanians still viewed the city’s university as their 
own. Nonetheless, declared Fischer, “the present foreign policy situation 
has never been as favorable as it is now” for Germany. We would do 
well, he added, to invite Romanian academics to Germany not because 
of any scientific talent, “as, in general, they cannot bring us too much,” 
but for cultural-political reasons. Fischer closed his report with a posi-
tive assessment of his effectiveness in handling the delicate question of 
“race” resulting from his status and age. After all, the Romanians knew 
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his scientific position on race even before 1933.91 In this series of lectures 
Fischer assumed the position of cultural ambassador not unlike the one 
played by Heisenberg.92 However, unlike those of the physicist, Fischer’s 
scientific talks served to spread the political taint of Nazi racial policy 
beyond the borders of the Reich.

In late 1941 and early 1942, the German Institute93 in occupied Paris 
initiated a series of lectures dealing with issues of health and racial hy-
giene, presumably at the most respected institution of higher learning in 
France, the Sorbonne. Von Verschuer held a talk entitled “Human Genet-
ics.”94 Fischer, by now a party member, decided to speak on the critical 
topic of “Race and German Legislation.”95 The lectures were delivered 
to a group of elite French scientists in their native tongue. As should be 
obvious, here the goal was no longer to legitimize Nazi racial policy in 
the abstract; it was to win approval for its implementation in occupied 
France. Indeed, Fischer’s discussion of the “Jewish problem” was held 
only weeks before the infamous Wannsee Conference, held in Berlin’s ex-
clusive southwest lake district on January 20, 1942. Headed by Reinhard 
Heydrich and attended by leading state and Nazi Party bureaucrats, it  

27	 scientific member and director of the kWia, eugen Fischer, as well as other dignitaries, at  
an anthropological conference in Budapest during the war. Fischer is seated second to the 
left. Directly behind him is von Verschuer. Photo courtesy of the archiv der Max-Planck- 
Gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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officially slated European Jewry for extermination, 165,000 of whom 
lived in occupied France.96 As such, one could argue that the KWIA direc-
tor not only served Nazi foreign policy objectives but also its genocidal 
goals as well. There can be no doubt that Fischer realized something ter-
rible was happening to the Jews, at least those in Eastern Europe. In 1940 
he sent two students to the Lodz ghetto to find pictures of “typical Jews” 
to use for his blatantly anti-Semitic book published with the German 
theologian, Gerhard Kittel, entitled World Jewry in Antiquity.97

Although the original papers no longer appear to exist, because the 
talks in this series were later published as a booklet entitled Etat et Santé 
(State and Health), we know exactly what Fischer said at the meeting.98 
After offering his definition of race, Fischer used studies from Ameri-
can “mainline eugenicists” such as Davenport to support the idea that 
important intellectual differences existed among various races. Not sur-
prisingly, he played down differences among the so-called European 
races, not merely to avoid offending his audience, but because he genu-
inely believed that some racial mixture among allegedly “closely related 
races” was not harmful. Matters were entirely different with regard to 
Jews, however. Although Fischer noted that there were isolated Jews who 
made remarkable achievements, they nonetheless had a very marked ra-
cial mentality and character that separated them from Europeans. “The 
moral tendency and all of the actions of the Bolshevik Jews lay bare such 
a monstrous mentality that we can only speak of inferiority and [the 
Jews representing] a species different from our own.” If a people wish to 
preserve the culture of their ancestors, it is imperative that they exclude 
those races whose character traits are so alien from their own, Fischer 
concluded.99 We see here that the Dahlem director moved away from 
his earlier, so-called objective terminology of racial “difference” to racial 
“inferiority” when he spoke about Jews to his audience.

Perhaps even more disconcerting than Fischer’s talk was his appraisal 
of it in his official report. After praising the German Institute for the wise 
decision to hold the talk at a French university, he mentioned that it was 
both well attended and well reported in the local newspapers. He explained 
that his “extremely open, but purely scientific manner” of discussing the 
“Negro problem” and “Jewish problem” in France was accepted without 
rebuttal. Indeed, individual French men of science, Fischer claimed, “ac-
knowledged that I discussed the topic honestly and courageously.” Un-
fortunately, one could not trust collaborating with most of these people. 
The majority of the anthropological institutes in Paris were anti-German, 
at least regarding Nazi Germany’s concept of race, Fischer reported. “That 
is not unimportant for [our] policy as a whole.” According to Fischer, 



The POliT ics OF PROFess iOnal Talk

217

only “scientifically-modern and German-friendly” researchers should be 
allowed continued influence in the field.100

As we have seen, German human geneticists certainly used “the sword of 
[their] science” as a weapon to support the racial policy goals of the Nazi 
state by attending professional conferences at home as well as interna-
tional meetings abroad. But this was only the tip of the iceberg. We can 
summarize some of the less obvious ways in which these meetings inter-
sected with the national and foreign policy concerns of the Third Reich 
in the prewar period as follows: First, KWS-sponsored meetings as well as 
international professional conferences bolstered the prestige of German 
science. In light of the pariah status Germany experienced during the 
early Weimar years when its scientists were excluded from foreign con-
ferences, this was no small matter. Second, insofar as international con-
ferences were moved to Germany or to “countries well-disposed toward 
Germany,” they furthered Nazi aims since they were controlled by human 
geneticists sympathetic to National Socialism. Moreover, we can look at 
the roles of renowned German geneticists like Fischer, von Verschuer, von 
Wettstein, and Rüdin and view how they directly used their influence to 
advance Nazi national and foreign policy interests prior to 1939. On the 
home front, they accomplished this task by disseminating their racial sci-
ence research to an elite public (although this was not relevant in the case 
of plant geneticist von Wettstein). Abroad, German geneticists undertook 
an important service to their country through their attempts to change 
the shape of international conferences to reflect German interests as well 
as their efforts, through indirect channels and personal relations with 
foreign scientists, to influence their colleagues in a pro-German direction. 
And finally, through the reports these German scientists were forced to 
write, they gave the regime valuable information about the political and 
scientific state of the host country of such conferences.

During the war, Fischer, von Verschuer, and Rüdin continued to sup-
port Nazi foreign policy goals by legitimating the execution of Nazi ra-
cial policy in occupied and “friendly” countries. Moreover, through their 
support of Nazi cultural policy, they helped win the hearts and minds 
of professionals in neutral countries. And lastly, these scientists helped 
prepare the way for the “new order” in Europe by showing the virtues of 
German science, in general, and human genetics, in particular.

How did the KWS and its genetic researchers profit from the talks the 
Society sponsored? And what can we say about the relationship between 
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these scientists and the National Socialist state if we examine their ac-
tivities in the international arena? We can draw two conclusions here. 
First, the KWS certainly enriched itself financially and politically by host-
ing its talks and spotlighting the human geneticists on its payroll. These 
lectures bestowed prestige on both the Society and the researchers who 
agreed to lecture. Indeed professional conferences, especially those held 
abroad, conferred influence at home; the KWS and its human geneticists’ 
international reputations were scientific capital for the Nazi regime and 
they knew it. The scientists in particular could exploit it for their own 
ends: to terminate denunciation campaigns, to secure a directorship of 
the KWIA (in von Verschuer’s case), and to obtain more money for their 
institutes. This last activity should not be underestimated, since more 
financial backing for their institutes and their research directly served 
the racial policy needs of the Nazi state. Second, attending international 
conferences gave German geneticists a chance to meet with their peers 
and exchange ideas that could enhance their own work—something that, 
given the parameters of the Nazi state and its racial policy, also served the 
interest of the regime.

The most that one can say for certain is that the politics of professional 
talk lays bare the radical symbiotic relationship made between the junior 
and senior partners to the “Faustian bargain”—human geneticists and 
the Nazi state, respectively—at the outset of the Third Reich. As in the 
case of the production of biomedical knowledge discussed in chapters 2 
and 3, the dissemination of this knowledge at professional meetings both 
at home and abroad reminds us how human genetics and politics inter-
faced under National Socialism in a variety of subtle and not-so-subtle 
ways. As we will see in our next chapter, this knowledge was popularized 
even more broadly throughout Germany’s secondary schools.
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F I V E

Politicized Pedagogy

In late January 1934, approximately a year after the begin-
ning of the “Thousand Year-Long Reich,” at least two male 
students in the graduating class of the Bismarck-Gymnasium, 
a college preparatory school in the middle-class district of 
Berlin-Wilmersdorf, chose a biological topic for one of their 
Abituraufsätze (college preparatory exit exams). Because the 
school did not specialize in the natural sciences, not all 
of the eighteen- and nineteen-year-old boys who received 
their Abitur (diploma needed for university study) from this 
tradition-bound institution that year were required to take 
an exit exam in biology. The Bismarck-Gymnasium stressed 
ancient and modern languages and culture, including Ger-
man. Interestingly, the teacher of German language offered 
a relevant biological/racial theme as one of several possible 
topics to graduating students.

That he—or, far less likely, she—could do so was made 
possible by another teacher at the school. Dr. F. not only 
taught botany and zoology at the Bismarck-Gymnasium 
but also “racial science.” This was the biology instructor’s 
mandate. Less than nine months after the “Nazi seizure of 
power,” then Prussian Minister of Education and former el-
ementary school teacher Bernhard Rust issued a decree or-
dering the addition of new subjects to the final grades of the 
Prussian secondary and primary schools. Two years later, 
in 1935, it was extended to all German schools. The aim of 
this new meta-field was to safeguard the racial and genetic 
substrate of the Volk. The pillars of racial improvement that 
fell under the rubric of “racial science” included genetics, 
eugenics/racial hygiene, population policy, genealogy, and 
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Rassenkunde (ethnology).1 The two students in question had obviously 
learned the lessons of this biology teacher and were enthusiastic enough 
about the topic to select it instead of more usual themes offered for a Ger-
man language exit exam. The two wrote on “The Biological Foundations 
of Völkisch Racial Care.” Dr. F., a PhD in biology, took part in evaluating 
the students’ work. This biology teacher not only played a role in giving 
them a final grade; he also commented on the content of the essays. Al-
though there might only have been two teenagers who chose to select a 
biological topic for their exams at this institution that year, all the boys 
graduating from Bismarck-Gymnasium in 1934 had to undergo an oral 
examination on some facet of “racial science.”2

In our last chapter we saw how biomedical researchers disseminated 
human heredity knowledge at national and international professional 
conferences. It was clear that the politics of professional talk benefited 
the scientists themselves, the KWS, and the Nazi regime. The biomedical 
researchers’ newest findings, however, reached a relatively limited audi-
ence: other scientists like themselves and a select interested lay public. 
It is certainly fair to say that higher secondary school biology instructors  
(those employed in college preparatory schools) who taught human hered-
ity in their classrooms throughout Germany during the Nazi era—although  
they taught less than 10 percent of all school age children3—influenced 
the lives of more impressionable individuals than did those working 
within the confines of the KWS. And similar to biomedical scientists such 
as Fischer, von Verschuer, and Rüdin, these secondary school biology 
teachers also served their own professional interests as well as those of the 
state. Here, too, we find a symbiotic relationship between human hered-
ity and politics during the Third Reich. As will become evident, biology 
education was of great import to National Socialist pedagogues and party 
members. After all, what better way to impress upon Germany’s youth 
the so-called scientific foundations of the Nazi worldview than through 
biology instruction? Hans Schemm, a prominent Nazi pedagogue and 
head of the Nationalsozialistischer Lehrerbund (National Socialist Teach-
ers League) (NSLB), declared that “National Socialism is applied biology.” 
Two higher secondary school biology Studienräte (teachers at college pre-
paratory schools) reiterated this view in their handbook, Biologie, Nation-
alsozialismus und die neue Erziehung (Biology, National Socialism and the New 
Education), by asserting that the new movement is based on an ideology  
“that is grounded in biology and approaches the world biologically.” And 
if one reads the turgid prose of Hitler’s Mein Kampf, the Bible of Nazism, 
one finds that it also reeks of biological metaphors as well as references to 
racial struggle and so-called eugenic practices in nature.4 Although biol-
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ogy teachers were mandated by the Ministry of Education to emphasize 
various aspects of human heredity, their desire for a larger piece of the 
curriculum pie and increased status for their discipline in the hierarchy 
of school subjects often made them “willing executioners” of this new 
decree and those that followed later. One Hamburg secondary school 
teacher spoke for many of his colleagues when he proclaimed “[we] biolo-
gists are unbelievably happy that a place has been created for these im-
portant [biological] questions in the new Reich and that our Führer Adolf 
Hitler and his helpers have such an interest in them.” This will ensure, he 
continued “that our youth will begin to think biologically early and view 
the future of our state as being dependent upon noble biological laws.”5

Schools have always done more than disseminate knowledge. They 
served, and continue to serve, a social function: to integrate their charges 
into society. They also undertake the unarticulated task of teaching chil-
dren society’s norms and cultivating national identities. We see this ev-
ery day in American schools and in those of other democratic countries. 
Think of the function of the Pledge of Allegiance or the role of decorating 
an American school classroom for Thanksgiving or Presidents’ Day. Yet 
if we listen to the oral and written testimonies of individuals schooled 
during the Third Reich as well as to scholars who studied education un-
der the swastika, we are reminded that the Nazis went far beyond any 
legitimate attempt to integrate the youth into German society. Indeed, 
instruction in virtually all subjects under National Socialism consciously 
attempted to inculcate young Germans with all the unsavory compo-
nents of Nazi ideology, especially racial hatred. Formal education in the 
schools desensitized German pupils to the oppression all around them; 
it also reinforced the notion of the separation between “national com-
rades” who were part of the Volk and “community aliens” who were not. 
The latter—Jews, Roma and Sinti, Afro-Germans, the handicapped, ho-
mosexuals, and asocials—became national, if not international, pariahs. 
These “degenerates” or “racially alien” individuals were no longer part 
of the pupils’ ethical universe, or so they were taught. Considering the 
significance of biology for the Nazi worldview, it has always been singled 
out as one of the most ideological subjects in the Nazi schools.6 Although 
human heredity instruction (broadly defined to include “racial science”) 
was not the only ideological tool at the biology instructor’s disposal, it 
is the part of the biology curriculum usually viewed as having the most 
direct connection in engendering racial enmity toward “the other.”

While even a cursory glance of the numerous curricular guidelines for 
secondary school biology and handbooks for biology teachers would sup-
port this assertion, we must ask whether the Nazi pedagogical ideal for 
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this subject actually reflected the reality of classroom practice, and how 
classroom teachers went about presenting their subject to their students. 
Like members of the state-funded KWIA, biology teachers were civil ser-
vants, and as such they may have felt a special obligation to the state 
that employed them or an ethical imperative to do its bidding. Moreover, 
secondary school biologists, even if they held PhDs, did not normally do 
original research in human heredity. The existence of one elementary 
school teacher’s racial study of the head size of nine hundred East Euro-
pean–born Jews living in Germany and their German-born children—a 
project undertaken at the KWIA—is certainly a rare exception.7 As such, 
biology instructors had to rely on the knowledge of others who did such 
scholarly work.

In order to address the issue of secondary school biology instruction in 
the Third Reich it is necessary to first focus on the ideal of human genetics 
education (again, broadly defined to include the five subfields of “racial 
science”) by analyzing the proclamations on the subject issued by promi-
nent Nazi pedagogues and university-based human geneticists. Although 
the emphasis will be on these college-preparatory institutions, passing 
reference to other types of German schools will be made, especially since 
they educated far more children than did the three major traditional 
forms of the higher secondary schools: the humanistisches Gymnasium 
(emphasizing ancient languages and culture), the Realgymnasium (stress-
ing modern European languages and culture), and the Oberrealschule 
(emphasizing the natural sciences) that existed until the reform of 1938 
made changes in the structure of these institutions. Biology textbooks 
designed for pupils will also be surveyed. And finally, it will be made clear 
what ideologically committed secondary school biology teachers did to 
promote their subject outside the classroom.

After exploring the Nazi ideal of human heredity instruction, we will 
have the opportunity to examine its practice with an eye toward compar-
ing the ideal to the real. This latter task—ascertaining what was actually 
taught in the classroom—is far more daunting than studying the racial 
science ideal. One of the most difficult problems is accumulating sources 
or documents that show how the subject was actually taught, not merely 
how it was supposed to be taught. Fortunately, we have a rare archival 
find to aid us: topics for biology exit exams along with the students’ 
responses from a few Berlin higher secondary schools (some even from 
the Weimar period), and oral testimonials from individuals schooled dur-
ing the Third Reich. These sources can stand as either a corrective to 
or corroborate—however imperfect because of their small number and 
concentration in one city—the content of official school textbooks and 
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curricular guidelines. We can also utilize so-called Stimmungsberichte (mo-
rale reports) communicated by Nazi Party school biology teachers to their 
superiors to help refine the historical picture. These speak to the politi-
cal attitude of biology instructors in the Gaue, or various districts, of the 
NSLB, an organization that represented some 97 percent of all German 
school instructors during the Third Reich. (Nazi Party auxiliary organiza-
tions were structured, like the party itself, into a hierarchy of larger and 
smaller regions and districts).8 Yet before turning to our subject during 
the Nazi era, it is worth examining the role of biology and human he-
redity in the schools prior to the Third Reich as well as the attitude of 
biology teachers toward the position their subject occupied in the school 
curriculum. This will address the issue of continuity and discontinuity 
between pre-1933 and Nazi traditions in biology education.

Biology Instruction before the Third Reich

Although school subjects were never as abjectly politicized as they were 
under National Socialism, it would be a mistake to think that the Nazis 
were the first to see the political relevance of controlling the traditional 
disciplines taught to pupils. Even during the Second Empire, school sub-
jects were used for political ends, especially history education. Wilhelm II 
(reigning from 1888 to 1918) and his ministers made an urgent plea that 
school instruction become a more effective weapon in the fight against 
German Social Democracy, a political movement then viewed by almost 
everyone, even its advocates, the German working class, as a threat to 
the established authoritarian state. The Emperor demanded that more 
emphasis be placed on modern and contemporary history in the German 
classroom. Such instruction would demonstrate that “only state author-
ity could protect the individual’s family, freedom and rights.” Wilhelm II 
went so far as to attack an entire school type for its political irrelevance. 
His pet peeve: the humanistisches Gymnasium. “We should be educating 
young national Germans and not ancient Greeks and Romans,” the Ger-
man monarch insisted.9 Interestingly, even the potential social relevance 
of biology instruction was not ignored. It, too, was instrumentalized for 
political purposes under the Empire, although in this case, the initia-
tive did not come from the monarch. In the 1880s, pedagogical reformer 
Friedrich Junge (1832–1905) proposed changing the biology curriculum 
(albeit in the elementary schools) from an emphasis on dry taxonomy 
to one stressing the Lebensgemeinschaft (biotic community). This shift 
would present nature as a harmonious community and hence combat the 
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political divisiveness of social democracy and stress moral values in the 
school biology classroom. It also promised to boost the professional aspi-
rations of elementary school teachers. Ultimately, the idea caught on and 
the future political implications of this biological paradigm for the Nazi 
worldview—where all organisms, including humans, were understood as 
part of a larger, transindividual whole—were not forgotten.10

The German Revolution of 1918–19 and the creation of the fragile 
Weimar Republic that followed not only transformed German politics. 
It also signaled important curricular changes in the German schools. 
Paragraph 148 of the new Weimar Constitution mandated the teaching 
of civics throughout the school curriculum. Perhaps surprisingly, biol-
ogy teachers in all schools, especially the higher secondary schools, saw 
an important role for their subject in this new mandate. Among other 
things, biology instruction could focus on “health education” as a part 
of this new educational task. According to Walter Schoenichen, direc-
tor of the Pedagogical Department of the Preußisches Zentralinstitut für 
Erziehung und Unterricht (Prussian Central Institute for Education and 
Classroom Instruction) and Weimar Germany’s leading biology didac-
tician, children needed to understand that individual health was not 
merely a private but also a civic and political affair: students had to learn 
that it was their duty to be healthy and to combat anything detrimen-
tal to the “efficiency of Germany’s human resources.” In order to do 
this, human beings must become the major object of biology education. 
This was a prerequisite for discussing the problems of alcoholism and 
infectious diseases, especially sexually transmitted ones. To complete the 
civic function of health education, genetics and eugenics should occupy 
a prominent place in the biology school curriculum, especially in the 
higher secondary schools, he concluded.11 This fitted comfortably into 
the eugenic outlook of the Weimar Republic; we will recall that it was the 
Weimar state and federal governments that supported the establishment 
of the eugenically related KWIs in Munich and Berlin.

The slow-turning wheels of the German state bureaucracies notwith-
standing (education during the Weimar Republic was the prerogative 
of individual German state governments, not the federal government), 
many of the civic and political aims involving the teaching of heredity 
and eugenics found their way into biology curricular guidelines in Prussia 
and elsewhere. They were also somewhat integrated into school prac-
tice. For example, in 1930, an official meeting regulating the teaching of  
biology in the upper grades of one Hamburg Oberrealschule for girls man-
dated that, in addition to evolution, pupils must be taught Mendelism, 
chromosome theory, human heredity, sex-linked genetics, the relation-
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ship between genes and the environment, and eugenics. About three 
years earlier, a biology teacher in another Hamburg higher secondary 
girls’ school offered an experiential team-based class on genetics and eu-
genics. Although it was voluntary, ten girls were interested enough in 
the subject to take part. Where they were taught, such biological classes 
appear to have been quite popular. A 1928 report from the Helene-Lange-
Oberrealschule in Hamburg noted that its older female pupils were so 
interested in biological subjects demonstrating “immediate relevance to 
contemporary life,” that they themselves set up an Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
(team-based class) in a semester where one was not originally planned.12

In order to satisfy the demand of school teachers who lacked this new 
socially relevant knowledge in their field, biology didacticians wrote 
handbooks for higher secondary school biology instructors to acquaint 
them with the newest scientific developments in genetics and eugenics. 
Suggestions were often provided on how to teach such material effec-
tively in the classroom. Perhaps one of the most extensive treatments 
of the subject was written by a former secondary school biology teacher,  
Dr. Jakob Graf, a man sympathetic to the Nazis during the Weimar Re-
public (he joined the NSDAP in 1932). After 1933, he became both an 
important biology textbook author and a leading figure in the biology 
division of the NSLB during the Third Reich. His 263-page handbook 
Vererbungslehre und Erbgesundheitspflege (Genetics and Hereditary Health 
Care), published in 1930, was exhaustive. He discussed all the recent sci-
entific findings on genetics, human heredity, genealogy, and population 
policy; he also supplemented his text with an extensive bibliography 
of the works of KWS biomedical scientists such as Baur, Lenz, Fischer, 
and Rüdin. However, there was no treatment of what became central to 
Nazi pedagogues: Rassenkunde (ethnology). Yet the conclusion to this 
important handbook left little doubt that Graf was a thoroughgoing eu-
genicist and an advocate of the biological needs of a genetically healthy 
Volk: “The teaching of heredity and selection has demonstrated which 
way leads to [cultural] ascent and which to decline. Let us hope that this 
knowledge is quickly and broadly disseminated . . . and that the lessons 
to be learned take root in our youth such that they are aware of the lofty 
task they have towards their heredity. In addition to being responsible for 
themselves, they [the youth] must develop a responsibility to their Volk 
and the coming generation, if civilization is not to become a biological 
tragedy for our people.”13 Philipp Depdolla, another important biology 
pedagogue during the late Weimar years, tirelessly emphasized the need 
to teach heredity and eugenics in the schools. He wrote numerous articles 
emphasizing the cultural importance of these subjects in anthologies, 
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journals for teachers, and professional eugenics publications. Günther 
Just, a renowned human geneticist and eugenicist at the University of 
Greifswald, included Depdolla’s plea for more eugenics education in the 
secondary schools in his widely read anthology, Vererbungslehre und natur-
wissenschaftliche Erziehung (Heredity and Science Education). According to 
Depdolla, eugenics had an important civic function: “the spreading of a  
consciousness of ethical responsibility toward the entire nation and race.” 
Just was merely one of many professionals in heredity and eugenics who 
himself took part in a conference sponsored by the Prussian Central Institute  
for Education and Instruction. The purpose of this seminar was to bring 
teachers from all types of Prussian schools together to hear what experts, 
such as KWIA Eugenics Division Head Muckermann, had to say about the 
newest developments in these fields and the necessity that these subjects 
be introduced into the biology classroom as quickly as possible.14

Not only handbooks and professional articles but also biology text-
books from the Weimar period suggest that genetics and eugenics were 
taught in some higher secondary schools. For example, Cäsar Schäffer’s 
popular 1930 Leitfaden der Biologie (Themes in Biology) provided an over-
view of Mendelian genetics, genealogy, and eugenics for the middle 
grades of the Prussian higher secondary schools. The author treated these 
subjects more extensively in a book published a year earlier. Designed for 
graduating classes of these schools and for “self-instruction,” the author 
not only went into great detail about heredity and eugenics, but even 
included a section on Rassenkunde (ethnology) written by the völkisch 
Leipzig anthropologist, Otto Reche. This, however, was probably the only 
biology school textbook written prior to the Third Reich that included a 
section on ethnology. Yet it neither contained a value judgment of the 
various “human races” standard in such books after 1933 nor did the 
author mention the Jews. An overtly racist ethnology would not have 
been an appropriate linguistic resource for a school book in the Weimar 
Republic.15

The best evidence that human heredity and eugenics was actually 
taught in at least some of Germany’s higher secondary schools during 
the Weimar Republic is provided by biology exit exams. In 1932, Dr. M.,  
a biology teacher at the Leibniz-Oberrealschule, suggested three topics 
for his teenage boys’ final examination. Ultimately, however, the six pu-
pils graduating from this institution in the upper-middle-class section 
of Berlin-Charlottenburg selected the most relevant of the three themes 
originally suggested as a possible exam topic: “Eugenics: An Overview 
of the Efforts to Improve Hereditary Quality.” The work of these six se-
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niors were corrected, graded, and assessed in writing by the same biology 
teacher who formulated the test question.

So what did the pupils at the Leibniz-Oberrealschule learn about hu-
man heredity and eugenics? Did their biology teacher, a man who held 
a doctorate, attempt to educate his charges in a responsible manner, fol-
lowing the available scientific literature on the subject? First, these teen-
age boys were taught that eugenics was concerned with “the hygiene 
of human reproduction.” Its goal, pupil J.W. wrote, was “to elevate the 
hereditary substrate of a people.” Virtually all noted that “eugenics was 
a science” or “part of the science of biology with its own methodology” 
and mentioned that its German name was “Rassenhygiene” (racial hy-
giene). This suggests that the teacher used the terms eugenics and ra-
cial hygiene interchangeably, unlike many völkisch right-wing eugenic 
researchers, especially those who would later remain at the KWS after 
1933. These scientists, such as Lenz and Rüdin, consciously employed 
the term “racial hygiene” because it left open the possibility that an-
thropological race was also a criterion of “fitness.” Dr. M. had not taught 
this to his pupils; he apparently viewed the moderate form of eugen-
ics popularized by political Centrists and Social Democrats as scientific.  
Dr. M. also stressed (or used a textbook that stressed) the “theoretical” 
and a “practical” side of eugenics. The former, according to student G.N., 
focused on the “relationship between heredity and procreation.” “We 
know from genetics,” he continued, “that people do not have the same 
hereditary make-up; rather, they have healthy and diseased traits.” It is of 
utmost importance whether individuals with healthy or unhealthy genes 
are more fecund, G.N. argued. All of the exams emphasized this particular 
point, and they provided numerous examples of how the “unfit” posed a 
danger for the nation owing to their allegedly larger than average number 
of children. According to one study noted frequently by the boys writing 
on this topic, “feebleminded” mothers in Rostock were said to give birth 
to 6.4 children on average. Although these children died more frequently 
in childbirth, 4.7 lived to marriageable age—a disaster for national effi-
ciency. Following a Munich statistic, G.H. reported, genetically healthy 
parents produced only 1.87 children on average while families with “fee-
bleminded children” attending special schools had approximately two 
siblings each. Pupil B.S. added the ostensible fact that members of the 
lower classes tended to have a higher birth rate than those belonging 
to the higher social orders, another eugenic danger. “The biological ef-
ficiency” of a Volk would increase with each generation, G.N. continued, 
“if those who are, hereditarily speaking, completely worthy” only chose 
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to have more offspring. And G.H. explained that we now know the cause 
of the fall of the ancient Greeks and Romans (at which point the teacher 
added, in the margins, “in ancient cultures,” viewing the student’s omis-
sion of the Babylonians and Assyrians as an error). Today, however, with 
the help of racial hygiene, we can avoid their common fate, G.H. asserted 
with relief. Dr. M.’s boys had obviously learned the standard moderate 
eugenic line on population quality.

In their discussion of “theoretical eugenics,” the pupils examined dis-
eases and cultural practices from the standpoint of the genetic health of 
future generations; they were labeled either “selective” or “counterselec-
tive.” War, it was noted, while at one time selective, was now counter-
selective. The best and the brightest died on the battlefield; the inferior 
in mind and body stayed at home and reproduced. Nearsightedness, at 
one time a serious obstacle in the “struggle for survival” as well as in 
a person’s ability to find a mate (“no one would marry a nearsighted 
person” in days of old, J.W. argued), no longer played a role in modern 
civilization. Glasses have offset this form of “natural selection.”

Biology educators, as we have seen, believed they served an important 
civic function in their treatment of national health in the classroom. 
The boys’ discussion of the eugenic danger of venereal disease, especially 
gonorrhea, must have reflected Dr. M.’s particular concerns (or preoccu-
pation), since every child writing an exam discussed this point in great 
detail. As G.H. expressed it, “the eugenic impact of gonorrhea can be seen 
in the fact that up to 90% of men with a double testicle infection [the 
result of gonorrhea] become sterile. On average, Germany looses 200,000 
births to this form of venereal disease. . . . [Unfortunately], different oc-
cupational groups are affected differently. The longer the training period 
and, hence, the [need] to remain single, the more frequent is the disease. 
This is proved by statistics: in Berlin, 9% of workers, 16% of businessmen 
and 25% of [university] students are afflicted.” The point, of course, is 
that university students (usually from the middle and upper classes) were 
most likely to suffer from gonorrhea, and their allegedly better than aver-
age genetic makeup would be lost to posterity. J.W. demonstrated to his 
teacher his knowledge that the unhappy fate of approximately one-third 
of all childless German couples can be traced to this infectious disease. 
Syphilis, he added, led to spontaneous abortions and infected infants in 
otherwise genetically sound women.

Alcoholism and tuberculosis were also included among diseases that 
were overwhelmingly counterselective, a clear indication that eugenics 
during the Weimar period was not taught as a field opposed to social 
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hygiene measures. Indeed, some of the graduates indicated that poverty 
and an unfavorable environment were largely responsible for the higher 
rate of TB in the poorer classes, and Dr. M. did not tell them they were 
wrong. Indeed, he complained at the end of one exam that the pupil 
neglected to mention the improvement of living quarters as a possible 
positive eugenic measure. Interestingly, total alcohol abstinence, while 
accepted for youth, was not universally viewed as beneficial for adults. 
In particular, the prohibition movement in the United States that crimi-
nalized alcohol production was sharply criticized by two students; it led 
to nothing but “bootlegging and crime,” B.S. insisted. Instead, alcohol 
should be taxed more heavily, according to A.H. Diabetes and idiocy, 
however, were deemed selective diseases by all pupils, since individuals 
with these afflictions rarely reached reproductive age or were otherwise 
unable to produce offspring.

The best grades on this question were given to those boys who also 
dealt with the “practical” dimensions of eugenics in some detail. Indeed, 
on several of the exams, Dr. M. complained that this important aspect 
was not sufficiently treated by his students. Among the practical measures 
stressed by all taking the exam was “popular education.” This “should be 
supported as strongly as possible,” since “[through such measures] a tre-
mendous amount can already be accomplished,” argued A.H. The boys 
with the highest test results discussed practical measures like marriage 
counseling, the exchange of health certificates before marriage, and tax 
reform based on the number of children a healthy couple produces. The 
two pupils receiving a “good” and a “very good” on their exams—grades 
not given out lightly from the strict Studienräte during the Weimar Re-
public—also broached the question of eugenic sterilization. That they 
mentioned it at all demonstrates that it was discussed in class. The exams 
reveal that they knew what it was and how it differed from castration. 
Moreover, at least A.H. was aware of mandatory sterilization laws in the 
United States. Both he and B.S. understood that such an operation was 
more dangerous for women than for men, although they both had their 
qualms. While it was not a bad idea, sterilization was only useful if ap-
plied liberally. Even in the United States, where eugenic sterilization was 
tested more than elsewhere, the alleged “3–4,000 procedures [sic]” men-
tioned in A.H.’s essay did not, he maintained, produce the desired effect; 
there were also complicated legal issues (surprisingly, Dr. M. did not cor-
rect this serious underestimation of the number of Americans forcibly 
sterilized). Indeed, A.H. knew that even voluntary sterilization was not 
yet legalized in Germany. All forms of mandatory state eugenic measures, 
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he remarked, lay in the distant future! Yet the country that first manages 
to take better account of the principles of eugenics, one of the less tal-
ented pupils concluded, “will have a huge leg up over all others.”16

These exams certainly tell us something important about how hu-
man heredity was presented in the classroom and about the mind-set of 
the biology instructor who taught it. Yet the clear-cut case of genetics 
and eugenics education in the Leibniz-Oberrealschule notwithstanding, 
most secondary school biology teachers bemoaned that not enough was 
done to improve the status of their subject, especially in those college- 
preparatory higher schools lacking a natural science concentration. In-
deed, German biology teachers had long complained that their subject 
was grossly undervalued by those formulating school curricula. Gener-
ally viewed by nonbiology educators as being little more than a descrip-
tive science possessing little pedagogical value, biology was unable to 
compete in the battle for school hours with the “cultural disciplines” of 
religion, German, and history. Although the details cannot concern us 
here, suffice it to say that whereas the position of biology as a school sub-
ject had improved by the Weimar period, biology teachers were still far 
from their stated goal of two hours of classroom instruction per week in 
all secondary school grades. As we have seen, only in the Oberrealschulen 
was biology taught in the graduating class.

Even in these schools, however, biology was often considered the step-
child of the other natural sciences. Biology teachers employed in the 
higher secondary schools lamented this sad state of affairs in Germany’s 
numerous pedagogical journals. They were particularly outraged over 
the teaching of biology by nonbiologists—indeed by nonscientists. This 
was especially irksome since many biology teachers trained for higher 
secondary schools, as we have seen, had PhDs in their subject. Though 
perhaps an extreme example, a man who allegedly could not tell the dif-
ference between a spider and a beetle had a position as a secondary school 
biology teacher!17

During the financially lean final years of the Weimar Republic, sec-
ondary school biology teachers faced the same obstacles as other aca-
demically trained professionals: budgetary cuts impacting employment 
chances. We have seen how frustrated Fischer became—despite his pres-
tigious position as head of the KWIA—when the KWS could not give 
him the material resources he needed to keep his Institute’s research 
on track. It certainly contributed to his favorable reception of the new  
Nationalist-Nazi government. Similarly, biology pedagogues and biology 
instructors felt they were in an equally untenable situation as the final 
curtain was drawn on the unloved Republic. They sought to promote 
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their interest by joining hands with university biologists in the establish-
ment of the Der Deutsche Biologenverband (the German Association of 
Biologists) in 1931. Their professional goals were boldly pronounced in 
the organization’s journal, Der Biologe. In an article published in 1932 en-
titled “Guidelines for Secondary School Biology Education,” one can find 
the perennially voiced demands to introduce heredity and eugenics as 
well as the broader political and civic goals of biology education into the 
curriculum. “The eugenically endangered future of the German people,” 
the Guidelines argued, “makes a thoroughgoing instruction in genet-
ics and eugenics imperative.” The last of the ten points in the Guide-
lines ended by stating that “biology is to be accorded a place among the 
central Kernfächer [central subjects] in all schools.” Little did instructors 
teaching biology know that in less than one year, many of their profes-
sional aspirations would be met by a new regime anxious to demonstrate 
that their area of expertise was the intellectual kernel of its worldview. 
This development was welcomed among most German higher secondary 
school biology teachers, many of whom were nationalist in sentiment 
and harbored no great love for the political vicissitudes of democracy.18 
Given their professional predicament and their political outlook it comes 
as little surprise that many secondary school biology teachers looked to 
the new regime with fond anticipation.

The Racial Science Ideal

Long before the Nazis secured the power they desperately sought, Hitler  
had laid out his views on education in his political testament, Mein 
Kampf. In addition to stressing the importance of both physical prowess 
and character over intellect, the future Führer—who himself had not ex-
celled in the classroom and had nothing but contempt for the traditional 
school masters’ emphasis on book learning—made racial consciousness 
the cornerstone of instruction in his future Reich. “The crown of the 
völkisch state’s entire work in education and training must be to burn the 
racial sense and racial feeling into the instinct and the intellect, the heart 
and the brain of the youth entrusted to it. No boy and no girl must leave 
school without having been led to an ultimate realization of the neces-
sity and essence of blood purity.”19Although neither Hitler nor the Nazi 
Party ever formulated a concrete plan to transform the schools to meet 
this goal, there was unspoken recognition among German pedagogues, 
even before Rust’s 1933 decree mandating the teaching of “racial science” 
in the graduating classes of all schools, that the biologically grounded 
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concept of “race” and related subjects would be examined in the nation’s 
biology classrooms. Reich Interior Minister Frick made this somewhat 
more official when he stated, just months after Hitler’s appointment as 
Chancellor, that biology instruction must be centered on ethnology (al-
beit in its racist form), racial hygiene, and genealogy. This was a position 
for which biologically trained völkisch educators—especially at teacher 
training academies and universities—had argued even prior to the Third 
Reich. Also noteworthy is the fact that biologically trained school teach-
ers played a major role constructing the final form of Frick’s proclamation 
and Rust’s decree, since they developed curricular guidelines that were 
considered in the wording of the official 1933 racial science mandate.20

Rust’s 1933 decree not only gave biology teachers an extra two to 
three hours a week of valuable classroom time to execute their mandate 
“if necessary, at the expense of mathematics and foreign languages”;21 
it also generated a veritable flood of pedagogical articles, teacher hand-
books, and student textbooks on the subject of “racial science.” These 
educational projects were deemed necessary for many reasons. Since biol-
ogy instructors in the higher secondary schools had attended university 
during the Empire and were unacquainted with the new material, such 
advanced training was unavoidable. In addition, there were still many 
older school texts containing little, if anything, on genetics and eugen-
ics. Moreover, nothing about the racist form of ethnology was available 
in biology school books prior to 1933. And finally, important Nazi ped-
agogues such as Rudolf Benze demanded that biology teachers play a 
leading role in schools—one demanding proper training. They were not 
merely in charge of offering the scientific foundations of racial science 
in their classrooms; biology teachers were also primarily responsible for 
the success of völkisch education as a whole. They would accomplish this 
by serving as experts when racial science was discussed by instructors in 
other subjects such as history or German. After all, biology was now of-
ficially valued as its school practitioners had always wished: as a “central 
subject” and the queen of natural sciences.22 These considerations aside, 
it should be obvious that since biology educators were the authors of the 
required texts, writing them to meet the new educational demands was 
professionally self-serving. It also simultaneously supported the goals of 
the Nazi state.

It should come as no surprise that renowned university-based genet-
icists such as Fischer, Lenz, Just, and Russian-born Nikolai Timofeeff- 
Ressovsky (1900–81) came to the aid of their fellow biologists in second-
ary schools. They did so by publishing pedagogical articles stressing the 
importance both of the biologically minded Nazi leadership and the new 
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subjects under the banner of racial science. Fischer, for example, wrote 
an essay in 1933 entitled “People and Race as a National Question” in the 
Monatsschrift für die höhere Schule (Monthly Journal for the Secondary School ),  
a periodical designed for instructors at the college-preparatory schools. 
Here he unabashedly praised the Nazis for being the first political party 
in history to take the racial future of its people into its own hands. One 
year later, in an openly Nazi mouthpiece dealing with “political educa-
tion,” the KWIA director answered questions on the topic “Why Heredi-
tary and Racial Research?” At a time when his denunciation campaign 
was still in full swing, Fischer told his readers that what his science ac-
complished through tedious research, the Führer’s “ingenious foresight”  
enabled him to understand instinctively. The Berlin University Rector 
ended his remarks by proclaiming that “the domestic and international 
fate of a people is dependant upon heredity and race.” In a 1934 issue of 
the Nationalsozialistische Korrespondenz (National Socialist Correspondence), 
the same paper in which Fischer praised Hitler’s biological wisdom, Lenz 
explained “that the only way to lead our race to a higher level of health 
and efficiency is through racial hygienic selection.” It is a task, he con-
cluded, that “our grandchildren will thank us for.” Human geneticist 
Just took his message directly to secondary school biology teachers. At a 
1933 meeting for middle school teachers in Kiel, the Greifswald professor 
held a talk entitled “Eugenics and Education.” In the published version 
of his lecture, Just stressed the need for eugenics education, especially 
in middle school biology classes—the type of school that educated the 
kind of pupils who formed an “indispensable energy reservoir of our na-
tional body.” Timofeeff-Ressovsky, the brilliant geneticist employed in 
the Berlin KWI for Brain Research, directed his attention to university- 
bound teenagers. He wrote an article aimed at biology educators on 
the importance of teaching genetics and “higher Mendelism” for older 
students in the team-based classes for biology of Germany’s college- 
preparatory schools. And lest we forget that school biology pedagogues 
were singing the praises of the new racial science present in their cur-
ricula, an article entitled “Genealogy from the Perspective of Higher 
Secondary School Biology” by Jakob Graf offered Germany’s biology in-
structors practical advice on how to teach genealogy and help students 
construct their family trees. Such instruction would lead children to an 
“understanding of the genetic and racial composition of the family and 
the Volk.”23

More interesting than the handbooks written for higher secondary 
school biology teachers were the countless new textbooks for the gradu-
ating classes of the various schools as well as the supplements to older 
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biology school books that made their debut in the wake of the Rust de-
cree.24 From these latter two sources we can glean what the students were 
expected to learn about racial science. Most texts treated all five com-
ponents of this meta-complex: genetics, genealogy, population policy, 
racial hygiene/eugenics, and racist ethnology. Many asked pupils to un-
dertake studies and perform experiments to make the subject more real 
to them.

Almost all textbooks began with the basics of genetics. There were 
ample diagrams of fertilization, mitosis, meiosis, and Mendel’s laws (in-
cluding the use of Punnet squares to demonstrate the results of Mende-
lian crosses) applied to both plants and animals. Most books included 
an explanation of dominant and recessive traits. But even here, biology 
pedagogues deftly integrated the prejudices in favor of Nordic racism, 
large families, and healthy peasant stock into a discussion of this alleg-
edly neutral subject. In one biology textbook discussing dominant and 
recessive genes—in this case eye color—the desirability of the Nazi ideal 
was subtly communicated to pupils. Children were told that brown-eyed 
peasant mother Frau Berghof loved the blue eyes of her husband and des-
perately wanted to see them in her five children. But as diagram number 9  
in the textbook demonstrated for those who completed the exercise, Frau 
Berghof would be disappointed. Her brood all had brown eyes. One of 
her children, however, eventually married a peasant neighbor blessed 
with blue eyes. Fortunately, as students who did their assignment con-
scientiously noticed, Frau Berghof lived to see the precious blue eyes of 
her husband in some of her grandchildren. Recessive traits, these pu-
pils learned, happily did not disappear from the worthy Berghof family  
forever.25

This ideological injection into genetics education notwithstanding, 
school biology textbooks provided the most up-to-date information on 
the subject. Even crossing-over, sex linkage, and the origins of mutations 
were sometimes discussed. Frequently, authors emphasized the impor-
tance of the fruit fly as the object of genetic research par excellence or 
the significance of twin studies for human heredity. Some texts not only 
specified the number of human chromosomes, but also offered illustra-
tions of their relative size and shape. One book even offered a chromo-
some map of the fruit fly (taken, if somewhat ironically, from the Jewish 
geneticist Curt Stern). However, if we compare the presentation of ge-
netic knowledge in these books to what was communicated just a few 
years before during the Weimar Republic, there are two major differences: 
German words replaced internationally accepted terms stemming from 
Latin (e.g., Kernschleife instead of Chromosom); and the power of heredity 
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was emphasized to the virtual exclusion of the environment. The latter 
was now viewed as virtually impotent. Either it was not stressed at all or 
mentioned dismissively: “Character traits acquired through the environ-
ment,” one textbook flatly asserted, “were not inherited.”26 Moreover, 
what is obvious in the books under discussion is that the laws of genet-
ics and the newest findings in heredity were not generally presented as 
ends in and of themselves—as knowledge useful for its own sake. Most 
textbooks available to students included modern genetics to serve as the 
biological background for the far more politicized constellation of sub-
jects now taught in the biology classroom.

Although biology pedagogues prior to the Third Reich had occasion-
ally emphasized the usefulness of genealogy, it neither loomed large in 
the demands of school teachers for revisions in the biology curriculum 
nor in their classroom practice. This changed in 1933. Genealogy, es-
pecially the pupils’ construction of family trees and the interpretation 
of famous German lineages like the Bach family, played both an ideo-
logical and practical role in Nazi racial policy. Ideologically, it helped 

28	 a high school biology classroom wall hanging demonstrating Mendel’s third law: when 
two alleles come together during fertilization, one will be dominant and one recessive. the 
particular trait in question will have the appearance of the dominant allele. photo courtesy of 
the Universitätsbibliothek duisburg-Essen.
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make Germany’s boys and girls aware of their connection to the larger 
“organic community.” Nazi pedagogue Benze and his coauthor Alfred 
Pudelko bluntly remarked that the National Socialist “organic ideal” was 
the cornerstone of genealogy. Careful attention to this subject placed the 
individual “historically, socially, biologically, and racially in an intricate 
relationship to a transcendental whole.” It also apprised the child of the 
role of heredity in his or her own family, the nucleus of the National So-
cialist state. As one biology workbook put it, tracing one’s family lineage 
had “deep meaning.” Indeed, “we are dealing with the life unit out of 
which a people are formed.” “The individual person is not its foundation 
stone; whoever thinks so is making a dangerous mistake. The significance 
of the family for the rise (or fall) of our Volk must be learned anew,” the 
workbook maintained. This “dangerous mistake” should be interpreted 
as both an incorrect assumption as well as a politically nefarious infer-
ence. Although attacks against excessive individualism were common 
in the biology classrooms of the Republic, during the Third Reich, the 
individual was always supposed to take a back seat to some larger bio-
logical unit. The standard Nazi phrases, “you are nothing; your Volk is 
everything” and “the individual is nothing more than a simple link in a 
chain,” would have been inappropriate rhetoric in the classroom prior 
to 1933.27

Showing how traits such as head shape and nose size were passed down 
through the generations in a child’s own family also concretely demon-
strated the power of human heredity. Since pupils were also asked to trace 
the history of alleged genetic illnesses in their lineage, such practical ge-
nealogical exercises simultaneously made them more eugenically aware. 
In addition, it informed them about their family’s fecundity, knowledge 
that was important for the regime’s population policy. Practically, these 
homework assignments—along with family tree charts frequently ap-
pended to biology texts and supplements to be filled out by pupils with 
the help of parents and relatives—were a means to separate out “Aryans” 
from Jews and other “racial aliens,” especially in the years prior to the 
notorious 1935 Nuremberg Laws.28 There was no easier way to ascertain 
if a child was a “pure Aryan” than to record the ethnological informa-
tion that students included in these assignments. One can well imagine 
that pupils often innocently mentioned the unfortunate fact that one 
or more of their relatives was Jewish, not realizing the consequences of 
including such information in their homework. In some areas, biomedi-
cal professionals outside the classroom encouraged school instructors to 
have children construct their family trees. It was hoped that pupils would 
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thereby inadvertently ensure that genetically unfit members of their own 
family were rendered sterile.29

As eugenics, racial hygiene, and population policy were usually treated 
together in school biology texts during the Weimar years, it is appropriate 
to examine how these two components of racial science were communi-
cated to pupils under the swastika. We have noted that some college-
preparatory biology instructors were keen to discuss these issues as part 
of biology education’s civic contribution to the state prior to 1933. This 
was far more the norm under the Nazis. Indeed, biology textbooks for 
the graduating classes of all the primary and secondary schools probably 
devoted more time to these subjects than to any other, in some cases even 
more than Nazi-specific ethnology. Although the issues of unfavorable 
population trends among “valuable” citizens, the dangers of degenera-
tion, and the duty of all healthy Germans to have large families were the 
same both before and after 1933, their treatment under the Nazis was 
imbued with images and a language of contempt for the “less valuable” 
that were muted or absent during the Weimar years. This was frequently 
accomplished by comparisons to what animals allegedly did to preserve 
their species in nature. “As soon as an animal is seriously wounded or 
sick, or when, owing to illness, his efficiency is impaired, others recoil 
from it and leave it to its fate. Such animals frequently separate them-
selves from the herd on their own and await their end in some hideout. 
That appears hard to us, but it is necessary for the health of the [species] 
as a whole.”30 The lesson to be learned is that humans need to adopt 
“hard” measures to ensure the preservation of the Volk.

These texts also favorably reviewed the draconian Sterilization Law of 
1933. Pupils sometimes learned of other eugenically progressive coun-
tries that also saw the biological wisdom of mandatory sterilization. A 
German “must be willing to accept the infringement of his personal 
rights,” biology pedagogue Otto Steche told his readers, “when the needs 
of the national community demand it.” In what was certainly an attempt 
to offer scientific support for involuntary sterilization, biology textbook 
authors went out of their way to demonstrate the enormous cost of Ger-
many’s “degenerates.” As Hans Feldkamp explained, these “hereditary 
defectives” not only strapped the public purse to the tune of 350 million 
RM per year; he also claimed it would be “inappropriate compassion” not 
to improve the genetic efficiency of the national community and take 
the financial strain off national comrades by reducing the number of the 
“unfit” through mandatory sterilization. After drumming home to his 
young readers the cost of supporting a special needs child, a mentally ill 



29	 “race, Volk, and State grow out of the Family” and “the Volk Is in danger.” these are the 
two messages of this high school biology classroom wall hanging. Notice the top picture: all 
the faces appear to look “Nordic.” the bottom picture depicts negative population trends 
from 1870 to 1930. photo courtesy of the Universitätsbibliothek duisburg-Essen.
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person, and a blind or deaf student, Feldkamp appeared to backtrack by 
asserting that “certainly the ill deserve acceptable and caring aid.” After 
all, he argued, the Germans were a civilized people. However, the author 
reminded his readers, the hereditarily fit “are the pillars of the future 
Volk; only healthy parents can expect healthy children.” As scientific 
evidence for his position he included literature from university human 
geneticists and eugenicists such as Lenz, Fischer, and Hamburg Univer-
sity anthropologist Walter Scheidt.31

If there was any modicum of compassion left for the “genetically un-
fit” during the early years of the Third Reich, this changed by the start of 
the war. By this time, four sets of official school biology textbooks were in 
place for use in college-preparatory schools, one of which was authored 
by the early Nazi sympathizer Jakob Graf. The use of language to discuss 
this topic in the newly approved books reveals the symbiotic relation-
ship between Nazi racial policy and human heredity that existed from 
the start of the new regime. However, the pictorial images of the men-
tally infirm that were specially altered and designed to scare pupils—to 
render these unfortunates outside the sphere of children’s moral obliga-
tion—suggest a radicalization of this relationship. These intentionally 

30	 a high school biology classroom wall hanging demonstrating the inheritance of degeneracy: 
the so-called Family zero. photo courtesy of the Universitätsbibliothek duisburg-Essen.
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distorted illustrations of the mentally handicapped were not only avail-
able in school texts; they were shown in “documentary” movies such as 
Erbkrank (Genetically Ill ) throughout Germany. After 1939, it appears that 
no sympathy at all remained for the genetically “burdensome.” A more 
derogatory rhetorical image of the “unfit” went hand in hand with the vi-
sual ones. As one official biology textbook for college-bound students put 
it, “today it is the case that the state invests more money to drag around 
a more or less worthless member of the community than a father often 
has for the sustenance and education of one of his healthy children.” 
The handicapped were henceforth devoid of all value. By using these 
textbooks, were biology teachers, however unwittingly, preparing their 
charges for the acceptance of the secret/not-so-secret “euthanasia” proj-
ect—the “opening act” to the “final solution”?32 We will recall that Nazi 
Germany’s first foray into state-sponsored murder was directed against 
handicapped children and adults beginning in late 1939–40. There is 
certainly no easy answer to this question, but raising it does force one 
to think critically about the nature of complicity in a dictatorial state, 
especially of those individuals standing at a distance from the center of 
political influence and power. The extent of biology instructors’ respon-
sibility for the moral indifference of an entire generation of youth toward 
the fate of Germany’s most vulnerable citizens, the handicapped ( Jews, 
Roma, and Sinti were no longer citizens by this time), thus must form a 
central query of any examination of biology secondary school instruc-
tion. It appears that the youth did indeed become particularly insensitive 
to the plight of these victims of Nazi biological politics.33

And what was the official textbook line on ethnology—the subfield 
of racial science without any prerequisite in the biology classes of the 
Republic yet closest to Hitler’s heart? As in their treatment of other com-
ponents of racial science, biology textbook authors handled this new 
form of racist ethnology in a uniform manner. Ethnology in school texts 
was, by and large, based on the writings of the Jena professor Hans F. K. 
Günther, a man sometimes referred to as “Race Günther” or “Race Pope” 
owing to his obsession with his subject.

In his most widely read treatise, Rassenkunde des deutschen Volkes 
(Racial Science of the German People), Günther postulated the existence 
of six so-called European races. Although there were no pure races left 
anywhere in Europe, some people and nations were blessed with being 
predominately “Nordic”—the crown of human creation, according to 
the author. Everything aesthetically, spiritually, and physically positive 
was embodied in, and attributed to, this so-called race. Nordic blood 
was responsible for the high level of civilization in both ancient Greece 
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and Rome as well as in contemporary Europe. While the other five Eu-
ropean races also had their virtues, especially in combination with the 
Nordic, none were as lofty as this pinnacle of human evolution. More 
important for subsequent Nazi anti-Semitism, Jews, Günther argued, 
were not biological members of the European community. They were 
an ostensible mixture of two non-European races, the Near Eastern and 
Oriental. Different physical and mental traits separated Jews from the 
“Aryan” population. Günther discussed his views on the racial inferiority 
of Jews in more detail in a separate book, Rassenkunde des jüdischen Volkes 
(The Racial Science of the Jews), which, like his earlier treatise, was also 
published during the Weimar Republic. If, we recall, Social Democrats 
and Centrists were concerned that the KWIA—with its research emphasis 
on racial genetics—might undermine the Republic when it first opened 
its doors in 1927, this was largely owing to the writings of people like 
Günther. It would take the Third Reich, however, to elevate the Jena 
professor’s views from the intellectual mainstay of a handful of völkisch 
thinkers to the highpoint of secondary school biology education. His 
popularity among influential members of the Nazi Party elite notwith-
standing, it is doubtful that Günther, a man not trained in the natural 
sciences, would have fueled the fires of racial hatred among the youth to 
such an extent had he not received some intellectual support from those 
academic human geneticists who made the Faustian bargain with the 
new regime.34 As we have seen, respected non-German biologists also ac-
cepted Günther’s Nordic ideology and anti-Semitism, even if their views 
were not grounded in his writings.

How did Günther’s teachings on ethnology and that of the Nordic 
enthusiasts among the German human genetics community reveal them-
selves in Nazi school biology texts? The section of these books dealing 
with this subject generally began with the six European races followed by 
a physical description of them. Almost all biology texts, both those for 
students as well as those designed for the teachers, included representa-
tive pictures of individuals (sometimes drawn, sometimes photographed) 
who allegedly were prototypes of these races. Sometimes textbook au-
thors chose illustrations of prominent German politicians and generals 
such as Otto von Bismarck or Frederick the Great to showcase represen-
tatives of the most desirable European races, the Nordic and Westpha-
lian; frequently the Nordic physical ideal was communicated to pupils 
by showing it depicted in the art of ancient Greece and Rome as well as 
in sculptures of the German Middle Ages and Renaissance. Occasion-
ally, books would explain to pupils how to mathematically derive the 
so-called skull index, an ostensibly important physical racial trait.35



31	 a high school biology classroom wall hanging representing hans günther’s ubiquitous “pic-
tures of the german races.” according to günther, there were six so-called races that made 
up the german population. Jews were allegedly a mixture of two non-European races that 
were “alien” to those that comprised “germans.” For günther, the most noble of the racial 
strains found among germans was the so-called Nordic. photo courtesy of the Universitäts-
bibliothek duisburg-Essen.
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Although it was clear that Hitler and many of his henchmen believed 
that Nordics led humanity, there was a potential problem in overstress-
ing the physical appearance of this so-called race. Nazi Party officials and 
pedagogues were fearful that an emphasis on the so-called physical traits 
of the Nordic—fair skin and hair, blue eyes, and a long head, etc.—would 
lead to divisions in the classroom between students who matched this 
ideal and those who did not. In other words, it would serve to pit one “na-
tional comrade” against the other, as class and occupational divisions had 
done in former times. Hence biology school teachers were instructed by 
NSLB biology experts and Education Minister Rust to stress that all Aryan 
Germans had a significant portion of Nordic blood running through their 
veins.36 Moreover, following the opinion of Fritz Lenz, racial science text-
books downplayed the physical attributes of European races—which were 
seen as being of little intrinsic importance—but rather emphasized their 
alleged mental and character traits. As one biology textbook author put 
it, “the human races are not only different from each other physically, 
but also mentally. If there were only physical differences, the racial ques-
tion would in essence be meaningless.”37 Lenz’s position on the subject 
was precisely the same.

So what were the spiritual traits of the Nordics, allegedly the high-
est “mental” and physical race? Nordics, biology textbook author Hans  
Feldkamp reported, embodied “confidence, strength of will and military 
preparedness.” Quoting Günther but also following Lenz’s tendency to 
read the desirable mental traits of the educated middle classes into the 
“Nordic race,” Feldkamp continued his description of Nordic virtues. 
“The Nordic individual is typified,” the author continued, “by his pro-
nounced sense of truth.” Nordics are also known for their “objectivity” 
and their trend toward a “calm rationality.” “They are the most creative 
of all the races,” Feldkamp added. Indeed, “through their creativity, ra-
tionality and spirit of sacrifice they have mastered nature. As such, one 
can correctly state that with respect to leadership and mental talent, the 
Nordic race stands above all others.”38

However, since one could not tell a true Nordic by outward appear-
ance but through “achievement,” as one teacher handbook put it,39 even 
a brown-haired and round-faced German child could represent the best 
specimen of humanity. The precondition was that he or she demon-
strated the desired Nazi virtues—more or less the same ones lauded by 
the traditional, pre-1933 eugenic understanding of “fitness.” Feldkamp 
expressed this point most clearly when, including a quotation from  
Günther, he argued that “even if the Nordic ideal is not outwardly vis-
ible, the mental attitude always reveals Nordic genes. As such, no racial  
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divisions exist in the German people. Rather, every one of us faces the de-
cision of being ‘for or against the prototype of the Nordic individual.’ ”40 
One can imagine how such an emphasis on the “mental” characteris-
tics of race promoted conformity to Nazi principles among pupils. Real 
Nordic children followed Nazi principles in word and deed. Hence, to 
be a true “Nordic” it was necessary to be a committed Nazi. If “Aryan” 
children conformed to Nazi principles—if they joined the Hitler Jugend 
(Hitler Youth) or the Bund deutscher Mädel (Association of German 
Girls)—the party leadership was satisfied.

As long as these children were “national comrades,” there was no 
problem in equating race with efficiency and conformity to Nazi ideals. 
But what held true for “Aryan” pupils did not apply to those considered 
by the regime to be “racial aliens.” The major purpose of ethnology was 
not to have children memorize the six European races. It was not even 
primarily to fill them with Nordic pride. Ethnology, like eugenics and 
racial hygiene education, was a vehicle to pontificate on human inequal-
ity. “It is a mistake,” one school biology textbook author proclaimed, “to 
accept that ‘anything with a human face’ is equally valuable.” Another 
textbook writer continued in the same vain: “It is one of the greatest 
lies of the French Revolution to maintain that all humans are equal. Na-
ture knows no equality.” The most important reason for mandating this 
subject was certainly to warn against miscegenation—to emphasize the 
alleged racial danger of “Aryans” mixing with Jews.41

Although Roma and Sinti as well as Afro-Germans were also viewed as 
racial outsiders, early Nazi secondary school biology texts almost exclu-
sively emphasized the physical and mental differences between “Aryans” 
and Jews. Since they were far more integrated into German society than 
other “racial enemies,” Jews allegedly posed a greater danger than any 
other “non-Aryan” group. The racial inferiority and threat of the Jews, 
of course, was also one of Hitler’s major obsessions. Not a single biology 
textbook existed after 1933 that failed to stress the obligation of “Aryan 
Germans” to avoid physical contact with Jews. Even though such works 
varied in the amount of detail they included on the “Jewish question” 
and whether they actually stated that Jews were racially inferior to or 
“merely” “racially different” from Aryans—as Fischer and von Verschuer 
along with some biology pedagogues put it—the message was that “the 
Jewish race is alien to the European races and any mixing must have a 
negative impact.” Hence, any German conscious of the importance of 
heredity should avoid such miscegenation “for genetic reasons.” Indeed, 
for some biology textbook authors, it was not enough merely to forbid 
that Germans and Jews have physical contact with each other. Any mix-
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ture between these two alien groups should also be viewed by national 
comrades “as a defilement of their own species.” Those texts written in 
the aftermath of the Nuremberg Laws frequently quoted them. Some 
included pictures designed to acquaint children with the arcane and de-
meaning Nazi terminology of “full Jews,” “half Jews,” “quarter Jews,” 
etc., and remind them of who could marry whom.42

Although the worst diatribes against the Jews in the early years of 
the Third Reich were found in elementary school texts (or in books for 
elementary school teachers), with the 1938 school reform, and especially 
with the outbreak of war, there was a radicalization of the rhetoric against 
and images of all racial aliens, just as there was for the handicapped. At-
tacks against the Russians and even the Americans could be found after 
the former began to beat back the Germans and the latter entered the war. 
While the 1940 edition of Graf’s Biologie für Oberschulen und Gymnasien 
(Biology for Secondary and College Preparatory Schools) avoided any discus-
sion of the Russians (while the infamous Hitler-Stalin Pact still held), the 
1943 edition (after the debacle for the Germans in Stalingrad) described 
them as having destroyed their Nordic blood in the 1917 Revolution and 
replaced it with the “defective hereditary material in the guise of Bolshe-
vik sub-humanity.” It would hence not be difficult for future German 
soldiers on the Eastern Front to carry out their “racial war” knowing that 
they were dealing with subhumans.

Interestingly, the same author (albeit in another volume of his book) 
also accused the United States of hypocrisy in racial matters. America, 
Graf argued, was the first to have sterilization and miscegenation laws. 
Now this country had the audacity to point its finger at Germany. He 
offered German students a seemingly viable explanation: Were it not 
for the “enormous Jewish influence in the United States,” such a state 
of affairs would be impossible. On the same page, he presented German 
secondary school teenagers with a picture entitled, “Racial Mixture in a 
Harlem School; Harlem, the Nigger City of New York.” Yet earlier in the 
same text, German soldiers were portrayed as gleefully talking to young 
“racially related” boys from occupied Holland.43 It is clear that such text-
books lay bare the symbiotic relationship between human heredity and 
Nazi politics, which was radicalized by the contingencies of preparing 
German youth for a protracted war in the East against “subhumans” and 
for continued fighting on the Western front against a country allegedly 
in the hands of the Jews.

In addition to their classroom duties, many secondary biology teachers 
also served their own professional interests as well as the policies of the 
regime through a variety of extracurricular activities. In particular, they 
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helped organize, held lectures at, or merely attended biology seminars on 
various facets of racial science. These seminars, sometimes sponsored by 
state offices, sometimes by the Racial Policy Office of the NSDAP or the 
NSLB, were numerous. The teachers were expected to pay for their own 
expenses. Such courses were naturally led by individuals able to teach the 
new subjects from the National Socialist viewpoint. Only Nazi biology 
educators, usually university professors or higher school biology teach-
ers approved by the NSLB, were permitted to conduct them. Examining 
three such seminars will give us an idea of the additional subject matter 
presented to secondary school biology instructors.

On August 6, 1934, a two-day seminar for biology teachers of the 
higher secondary schools was held in Posen, a region in the eastern por-
tion of “Greater Germany.” More specifically, it was given at an asylum 
for the mentally ill in the small town of Oberwalde. In addition to having 
the advantage to see firsthand the tragic results for the Volk of the alleged 
increase in “degenerates,” the teachers started their first day at 8:30 a.m. 
with a talk on “Hereditary and Racial Biology and Their Importance for 
the National Socialist Worldview”; from 10:00 to 11:30 a.m. instructors 
were enlightened by a state medical official on “The Genetic Foundations 
of Racial Hygiene.” After a common lunch, teachers heard lectures on 
the diseases falling under the new Sterilization Law and the population-
policy problem in Germany. The evening of the first day was reserved for 
a display of the newest literature and teaching aids on the subject.

The three-day school course held at the University of Münster in March 
1934 was primarily devoted to ethnology. It, unlike the previous seminar, 
was organized by the NSLB. The thirty-three higher school teachers in 
attendance heard talks on “The Main Themes of Ethnology,” “The Laws 
of Heredity,” “Human Heredity,” and the “Taxonomy of the German 
Races.” On Saturday, the second day of the course, there were lectures 
on racial biology and racial mixtures, the prehistoric racial condition of 
the German people, as well as race and history. From the written report 
included on the event, this particular school course was a success.44

In 1938, the Racial Policy Office of the NSDAP felt compelled to hold a 
“racial science” symposium for biology teachers in Bavaria. Its title: “Ra-
cial Mixtures as Life-Detracting and Dangerous.” A number of prominent 
secondary school biology textbook authors such as Werner Dittrich, Erich  
Stengel, and Karl Zimmermann held talks in the overfilled auditorium of 
the University of Munich. For good measure, Julius Streicher was asked 
to give the opening address at the event. In accordance with his and 
other high Nazi Party officials’ depreciation of book learning, Streicher 
reminded the educators in his audience that, pedagogically speaking, “ra-
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cial science should be presented to children in a simple and clear manner. 
No theoretical knowledge was necessary.”45

Racial Science Practice

Despite the fact that biology instruction, and racial science education in 
particular, was deemed absolutely essential to the needs of the Nazi state, 
it took five years until new curricular guidelines and uniform textbooks 
were available for this “central subject.” To be sure, all school disciplines 
had to wait until Rust managed to produce his Erziehung und Unterricht 
in der Höheren Schule (Education and Instruction in the Secondary School)  
in 1938. The lack of binding guidelines and official texts created an “ori-
entation problem” for many school educators during the early years of 
the Third Reich. The famous left-wing German playwright Bertolt Brecht 
depicted the general dilemma of teachers in his play Fear and Misery of 
the Third Reich while in exile in the United States. In one particular scene, 
a Studienrat admits that he is ready to teach anything, if only he knew 
what “they” wanted him to teach. “What do I know about how Bismarck 
is supposed to be presented,” the higher secondary school history in-
structor bemoaned in the play, “as long as they have not issued the new 
school texts!” Like the history instructor in Brecht’s play, biology teach-
ers anxious to do the bidding of the regime might have found it difficult 
to figure out the official line on their subject at the outset.46

When the new curricular guidelines were finally published, the 
twenty-four pages devoted specifically to biology instruction in the 
Reich reflected the subject’s ideological importance for the Third Reich. 
More space was devoted to it than to physics and chemistry education 
combined. By the time Rust’s reforms were instituted, any lingering “ori-
entation problem” on the part of individual biology instructors notwith-
standing, the community of interest between many secondary school 
biology teachers and party and state was already well developed. As was 
mentioned, college-preparatory biology instructors received what they 
had demanded since the turn of the century: two hours a week of biology 
instruction for each school year. Moreover, at least on paper, biology at 
most higher secondary schools now enjoyed more hours than physics 
and chemistry combined. And finally, all children attending such schools 
were officially required to take an oral examination in racial science. The 
party and state were also seemingly well served by secondary school bi-
ologists. As we have seen, in numerous books and pamphlets secondary 
school biology teachers went beyond the call of duty to demonstrate the 
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compatibility of their subject matter, especially racial science, with Nazi 
doctrine. Ideologically committed biology pedagogues also authored the 
four sets of secondary school biology texts designed for classroom use 
after 1938.47

So much for the racial science ideal; now we must try to look behind 
the surface to see what biology teachers actually taught and what pu-
pils really learned. We will also need to ask whether secondary school 
biology teachers were completely satisfied with the deal made with the 
Nazi state, and whether the regime was likewise content with the teach-
ers’ work. The mutually beneficial arrangement between the school in-
structors of human heredity and the National Socialist regime—while 
undoubtedly generally operative—might have been somewhat less than 
perfect in practice. As was mentioned earlier, assessing these matters is 
not straightforward.

One of the first steps toward discerning how completely symbiotic 
the relationship between secondary school biology teachers and the 
Nazi state was in practice is to try to assess teacher loyalty in the class-
rooms—again, a thorny enterprise. Although we lack statistics for biology 
instructors, only 3 percent of all Studienräte (355 secondary school teach-
ers in all) were dismissed following the 1933 Law for the Restoration of  
the Professional Civil Service.48 Since virtually all Jewish secondary school 
teachers were immediately forced into retirement as “racial aliens,” this 
means that relatively few instructors were thrown out of the schools for 
being politically unreliable. Although many Studienräte were nationalists 
and not fundamentally opposed to the Nazis, certainly not all were. We 
can assume that democrats, political Catholics, and Social Democrats 
remained in their posts unless they were openly hostile to the new order. 
Those among them teaching biology—however much they wanted to 
improve the status of their subject within the school curriculum—were 
probably not anxious to instruct their students in the most overtly racist 
and scientifically controversial aspects of racial science, ethnology. They 
might have done so only under duress, especially if their principal was 
a hard-core Nazi. Such teachers might also have been sensitive to the 
plight of their Jewish pupils, who, at least until 1938, continued to attend 
secondary schools, albeit in ever-dwindling numbers. An overemphasis 
on the “Jewish question” and ethnology would obviously exacerbate the 
suffering of Jewish children in their midst. These teachers’ duty as civil 
servants to the state might not have resulted in their carte blanche ac-
ceptance of the Nazi Party line on “race.”

And even the nationalist-minded college-preparatory biology instruc-
tors—those who would have the most in common with the Nazi state—
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were interested in preserving the integrity of their profession. This was 
true of all Studienräte, regardless of their political persuasion.49 This per-
sonal identification with their profession might work against the symbi-
otic relationship between higher school instructors and the Nazi state. Let 
us not forget that Hitler and his paladins downplayed the importance of 
intellectual content in the schools. PhD biology teachers would have had 
to weigh their desire for increased prestige in the school curriculum and 
their own personal commitment to racial science with the threat of their 
authority being undermined by other Nazi “educational institutions” 
like the Hitler Youth (HJ)—the bane of many a Studienrat’s existence. HJ 
meetings were often used as an excuse by teenagers to miss class or avoid 
assignments. Even the NSLB, a Nazi Party organization, complained that 
the Hitler Youth movement lowered the level of academic work in the 
schools. In this conflict between the HJ and the NSLB we once again find 
an example of rivalries among state and party institutions that impacted 
governmental efficiency during the Third Reich. It was also generally 
known that members of the HJ often denounced teachers (and some-
times their own parents!) to their superiors. This, of course, could have 
consolidated ideological conformity in the classroom and worked in fa-
vor of the regime. Yet it might also have angered instructors such that 
they avoided going out of their way to teach their subject in an overtly 
ideological manner. They could at least have retreated into professional 
objectivity without much risk. HJ actions might also have led to resigna-
tion and apathy among secondary school instructors.50 Why should even 
a pro-Nazi teacher have bothered to learn this new racial science material 
if his charges were allowed to attend a HJ sports event in lieu of doing 
their biology homework?

And then there was the question of implementing the appropriate 
textbooks to teach the new meta-field. Although, as we saw, there were 
literally dozens of newly approved textbooks for racial science instruc-
tion, relatively few of the Prussian secondary schools chose to adopt them 
outside of Berlin. Older biology textbooks, some originally written under 
the Empire, continued to be employed in many classrooms. This cer-
tainly exacerbated the “orientation problem” depicted by the Studienrat 
in Brecht’s play. Even after Rust’s 1938 reforms, the four state-mandated 
sets of secondary school biology textbooks written to reflect the new cur-
riculum were not immediately used everywhere. And where they were 
adopted, these texts were only in use for a relatively short time. By 1943, 
allied bombing raids made school education more and more precarious, 
at least in the major cities. Children were frequently packed off to the 
countryside for their own safety. We should also note that after 1939, the 
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additional time needed for physics and chemistry education—subjects 
more directly relevant to the war—spelled the end to biology exit exams 
in the natural science–oriented secondary schools. And even the oral ex-
aminations in racial science were not always given, although Rust never 
officially changed his 1935 mandate.51 This might well have dampened 
the enthusiasm of some ideologically committed biology instructors. All 
of the above-mentioned ambiguities certainly ran counter to the convic-
tions of Nazi pedagogues for whom racial education was central.

Morale reports of the NSLB district leaders for biology and “racial 
questions” suggest that at least some biology instructors, especially those 
teaching in the higher schools, were not completely satisfied with their 
situation. As one district leader from Mecklenburg bluntly put it, “the 
enthusiasm for frequent large events on the topic of race is, in general, 
lacking among educators.” Another Nazi pedagogue, this time from Mag-
deburg, mentioned that given the ideological importance of biology, it 
would be good if this subject were taught by bona fide biology teach-
ers. Although his report was written in 1937, there were complaints that 
“nonexperts” in college-preparatory schools still delivered instruction in 
this subject in his district. The morale of biology teachers in Merseburg-
Halle also left much to be desired, since time once reserved for biology 
were now given over to sport. “The biology teachers,” the district leader 
continued, “could not understand this.” And finally, the report written 
by Jakob Graf, committed Nazi textbook author and district leader for 
racial questions among biology teachers in Hessen-Nassau, was especially 
damning. In his discussion on the morale of educators in his region, he 
revealed the stark reality: “There is a general apathetic and lukewarm atti-
tude” among the teachers. The instructors at higher schools “justify their 
avoidance [of extracurricular schooling activities] by saying that they do 
not have the time, since they are dependent upon giving private lessons 
[in their field].” The other teachers legitimized their lack of enthusiasm 
for attending such retreats by stressing that they are “overburdened” with 
other Nazi Party service. The attendance at these extra-school activities is 
always larger, Graf remarked, “when the [teachers’] superiors [e.g., prin-
cipals]” themselves show interest in various racial questions (suggesting, 
of course, that such was not always the case). Those responsible for orga-
nizing teacher seminars probably also attempted to cram too much into 
the instructors’ heads at these retreats, Graf concluded.52 Such reports 
not only reveal a certain amount of dissatisfaction from biology teachers; 
they were probably also not exactly music to Nazi diehards’ ears.

If we turn from official reports to the written testimonies of individu-
als schooled during the Third Reich, we find that they also reveal the 
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ambiguities of racial science practice under the swastika. Holger Börner, 
onetime prime minister of Hessen in West Germany, readily admitted 
that racial purity was the goal of biology education under the Nazis. On 
the basis of his own experience, however, he argued that racial science 
instruction had only a limited influence in college-preparatory schools 
during the Third Reich, although it was critical for the education of ele-
mentary school teachers. Hans Jung, a bishop of postwar West Germany’s 
Protestant Church, thanked the biology education acquired under the 
Nazis for making him realize that racial theories are scientific rubbish. In 
Jung’s opinion, the National Socialist leaders did not believe that schools 
were an efficient vehicle to communicate their ideology anyway. Another 
individual, a practicing judge in West Germany schooled in the Third 
Reich, commented on the way his particular biology instructor negotiated 
the problem of not believing in what he was expected to instruct. Natu-
rally, the judge’s Studienrat had to teach racial science. But he attempted 
to be objective in his instruction and, according to the judge’s best recol-
lection, informed the pupils that they shouldn’t allow the “propagandis-
tic racial teachings” to confuse them. “Hitler himself,” the judge’s teacher 
allegedly maintained, “doesn’t understand anything about race.” And 
finally, former president of West Germany Richard von Weizsäcker’s tes-
timonial confirms that the ideal and reality of racial science instruction 
might have differed. According to von Weizsäcker’s account, many of his 
teachers were schooled in the pre-Hitler period and had nothing in com-
mon with National Socialist ideology. Since racial science “meant a lot 
in the Third Reich and should be conveyed in biology instruction,” von 
Weizsäcker’s higher secondary school biology teacher discussed the up-
coming biology exit exam with his pupils. His biology teacher mentioned 
that he personally did not believe Nazi racial theory, but he had to offer 
some questions from this subject on the Abitur exam. He hinted to his 
pupils how they should answer these questions to receive a passing grade. 
“What this teacher did,” von Weizsäcker admitted, “was courageous.” “If 
one of the pupils had denounced him [the biology instructor], it would 
have been bad for him. But no pupil did so.”53 Although testimonials by 
prominent West Germans are certainly not representative, they suggest 
that racial science in the biology classroom was not always conveyed in 
a manner that would have won the approval of Nazi pedagogues. They 
also add a touch of gray to the classic attempt to paint biology education 
under the Nazis in simple black and white terms.

More typical Germans who attended schools during the Third Reich 
have also left their recollections of biology instruction under the swastika 
to posterity. H.P.H. recalls that his biology instructor Dr. Plantikow at 



chaptEr 5

252

the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Realgymnasium, located in a working-class district 
of Berlin, was a member of the Nazi Party. His membership, however, 
seems not to have had a real impact on his teaching. He appeared to 
H.P.H.—who as a “half Jew” would have been particularly sensitive to ra-
cial science diatribes—as “anything but a Nazi.” Other former pupils who 
attended Plantikow’s biology class confirmed H.P.H.’s assessment. On 
the other hand, Plantikow offered “The Nordic Race and Nordification” 
as a theme for graduating pupils in 1937. Whether he also provided hints 
on how to answer the question “correctly,” as von Weizsäcker’s biology 
teacher allegedly had done, is not known. What is clear is that not all 
biology instructors at this higher secondary school were members of the 
NSDAP. According to the testimony of his former pupils, Studienrat Dabel,  
never a party member, offered a livelier form of biology instruction at 
this same school than his colleague. Dabel allowed Eugen Fischer, “an 
absolute representative of racial science,” to persuade his male students 
to do research. Fischer encouraged them to go to villages and measure the 
head shapes of the inhabitants. It is likely that the KWIA director made 
this suggestion at his Institute—the result of Dabel’s biology class outing 
to Dahlem. Herr Dabel’s teenage boys did indeed undertake ethnological 
head measurements in the countryside.54 From this incident we can see 
Fischer’s practical influence on secondary school biology education, and 
Herr Dabel may well have been proud to attract such a notable scientific 
researcher to speak in front of his class.

Exit exams, both oral and written, probably offer the best indication 
of what pupils actually learned in the biology classroom under the swas-
tika. Although they might not have been tested everywhere after the 
start of the war, German pupils were grilled orally on racial science in 
the graduating classes of many higher secondary schools, not only in 
Berlin but as far away as the Bodensee, a picturesque lake district on the 
Swiss border.55 And while written exit exams in biology were no longer 
mandatory after 1939, the few available to us before then provide us with 
an invaluable insight into the reality of higher secondary school biol-
ogy education. Their relative scarcity is inversely proportional to their 
relevance for assessing everyday life in the biology classroom during the 
Third Reich. Given their small number, however, we unfortunately can-
not consider them to be a representative sample of such exams. They 
can merely offer an impressionistic view of the reality of racial science 
education under the Nazis. These sources sometimes serve as a counter-
weight to, sometimes confirm, the general impression we obtain both 
from examining the words of Nazi pedagogues, official school texts, and 
curricular guidelines.
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In the comfortable middle-class district of Berlin-Wilmersdorf, four-
teen teenage girls, among them two Jews, took their oral exams in racial 
science in the Cecilienschule in 1934. Their biology teacher happened to 
be female—an exception among higher school educators, even in girls’ 
schools. Frau M.-K. posed questions from all subfields of the racial science 
complex, but most were not directly related to ethnology. The two Jewish 
pupils, A.P. and O.S., were spared demeaning themes relating to their own 
alleged “racial difference” from the other graduates. We do not know the 
political orientation of Frau M.-K., but at least she appears to have been 
reluctant to torment her “racially alien” charges more than necessary. 
She asked them to discuss “The Genetics of Red-Green Colorblindness” 
and the meaning of the “Population Pyramid of 1925,” respectively. One 
non-Jewish girl given the task of explaining, in ten minutes, “The Ger-
man Volk in its Racial Composition” apparently had some difficulty with 
the topic. According to the protocol, she did not know the exact percent-
age of any given race in the German population according to the views 
of Hans F. K. Günther.

Three years later the same instructor tested seven girls in biology, in-
cluding two Jews. As was the case in 1934, the two Jewish teenagers were 
given more traditional topics to answer. One had to describe the cell 
nucleus; the other, the genetics of albinism. M.B., however, had fifteen 
minutes to tackle a more unusual question related to Germany’s desire for 
economic self-sufficiency: “To What Extent Can Genetics and Its Practi-
cal Application in Agriculture Help to Fulfill the Four-Year Plan?” Indeed, 
as late as 1943, biology teacher M.-K. was still testing her girls, although 
by this time there were no longer any Jewish pupils among them and less 
than one-third of the teenagers who completed their Abitur that year took 
an oral exam in racial science. Only one of the six young women who 
took such an oral exam had a question that was not on genetics, and even 
she was only asked to discuss a population policy theme.

The neighboring Viktoria-Luise-Schule, unlike the Cecilienschule, was 
a higher secondary school for girls stressing the natural sciences. The 
female pupils were still examined orally in racial science, this time by 
a male PhD biology instructor, Dr. O. Here, too, there were Jewish girls 
among the teenagers obtaining their Abitur. In 1934, Dr. O. allowed R.B., 
a Jew, to select her own topic. She chose to discuss some aspects of com-
parative anatomy, a theme not directly relevant to racial science. The 
other Jewish girl, H.S., was asked about blood types. Dr. O. did, however, 
ask an “Aryan” pupil about the Nazi Sterilization Law; she was also ques-
tioned about the position of other countries on rendering their “unfit” 
sterile. The other girls were asked a potpourri of questions on facets of 
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racial science, whereby most of the topics were not directly related to 
ethnology. Among the oral exams in racial science held two years later, 
Dr. O. asked E.B. to explain the meaning of Reich Interior Minister Frick’s 
1933 address on population and racial policy. E.B. discussed—albeit with 
difficulty—the meaning of a Frick quote dictated by Dr. O.: “We must 
have the courage to divide the national body (Volkskörper) according 
to its genetic worth.” She did better, however, in explaining measures 
designed to preserve racial purity. Here she mentioned the Nuremberg 
Laws. E.B. could also give examples of the “disharmony” that ostensibly 
resulted from racial mixing. Other questions that year varied. There were 
topics on the history of evolution and genetics (one even asked about 
turn of the nineteenth-century French biologist Georges Cuvier’s “catas-
trophism”—a geological theory designed to explain the existence of fos-
sils without postulating evolution), practical genetics exercises, questions 
on racial hygiene and population policy, and themes stemming from 
ethnology. Dr. O. made sure to represent all facets of racial science in his 
oral exams. Yet he, like his female colleague at the Cecilienschule, never 
forced a Jewish child to discuss ethnology. Moreover, the oral exams at 
these two schools provide no evidence of a gender-specific education in 
secondary school biology at the outset of the Third Reich. The situation 
appears to have changed, however, with the higher school reform in 
1938.56

If we examine the topics presented for the written biology exit exam at 
various Berlin Oberrealschulen for 1934–35, we find that traditional themes 
not immediately relevant to racial science were given alongside those 
stressing pure genetics and some that were more obviously ideological. 
In other words, at one of Berlin’s Oberrealschulen for girls, the Städtisches 
Oberlyzeum, graduating seniors had to write on “Fat and Carbohydrate 
Metabolism of the Human Body.” Teenage girls attending the Agnes- 
Miegel-Schule, however, discussed “Plant Genetics.” And the young 
women of the graduating class at the Städtisches Viktoria-Oberlyzeum 
were presented with the theme “Artificial Selection in Plants and Animals 
and Its Importance for the Autarchy of a Country.” Given that there were 
thirty-six different Oberrealschulen for boys in Berlin (as opposed to a mere 
six for girls), there was a far greater variety of themes offered to them than 
to their female counterparts. Here, too, there were such traditional biol-
ogy topics as “Animal Tissue,” “The Developmental Stages of the Optic 
Nerve in Animals,” as well as the “Active and Passive Immunization of 
the Human Body against Bacteria,” offered at three such schools where 
biology was tested. There were also several exams dealing with themes in 
genetics such as “Hereditary Factors and Environmental Influences: The 
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Importance for the Phenotype,” “A Genetics Experiment,” and “Theory 
and Practice of Our Genetics Experiments in the School Garden.”

But there were clearly numerous questions related to eugenics/racial 
hygiene and population policy at several institutions. Racial science 
themes that demonstrated the reality of ethnology instruction were also 
not lacking. At the Albrecht-Dürer-Oberrealschule in Neukölln, for ex-
ample, the graduating teenage boys were asked to respond to the fol-
lowing query: “How Can the Legislator Contribute to the Preservation 
and Improvement of the ‘German Race’?” And at the Friesen-Schule the 
young men receiving their Abitur were required to address the question: 
“Why Are the Jews a Danger for the German Volk”?57

As has been indicated, the list of topics available to help us discern the 
nature of biology exit exams is limited; the actual written and graded ex-
ams at our disposal are even more so. What has been analyzed, however, 
suggests that traditional biology topics along with those dealing exclu-
sively with genetics were more common than those that were overtly 
political, at least at the outset of the Nazi era. There is some indication in 
this tiny sample that college-preparatory biology teachers offered a larger 
percentage of themes dealing with population policy, racial hygiene, and 
ethnology after the first few years of the Third Reich than they did at the 
beginning. However, as the above list of themes for biology exit exams 
from other Berlin schools indicate, the actual exams analyzed may be 
somewhat more skewed to the non-overtly political side of the spectrum 
than was normally the case. As will become clear from the following 
analysis, even those topics that were not overtly political were useful 
to the regime. Yet we can say with certainty that traditional topics were 
offered as late as 1938 and ideological themes were proposed as early as  
1934.58

Consider, first, the topic offered for the 1934 biology exit exam at the 
Leibniz-Oberrealschule—the same institution that asked its graduating 
students to write on eugenics two years earlier. All seven male pupils were 
asked to demonstrate their knowledge of Mendel’s experiment discussed 
several months earlier in the biology class of Dr. B. The title of their 
written exercise: “The Mendelian Laws of Genetics: Mono- and Dihybrid 
Crossing.” Although the exams varied sharply in the quality of detail 
they provided and in their command of both technical terms and the 
German language, they all followed the same basic structure.

From an examination of several exit exams, it is obvious that Dr. B. 
had taught his students not only a brief history of the rediscovery of  
Mendel’s laws, but the most up-to-date knowledge of genetics and cy-
tology. Through handwritten illustrations of various crosses, the boys 
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explained the principles of blending inheritance with reference to the 
experiment carried out by Correns on the flower Mirabilis jalapa (four-
o’clock marvel of Peru). Through the use of Punnet squares, they were 
also able to give a theoretical justification for the expected ratios for Men-
del’s work with the edible pea with one and two characteristics. Some 
of the students deftly linked Mendel’s work to contemporary findings 
dealing with chromosomes and microscopic cell division. But as one or 
two remarks by the boys suggest, this genetic information was especially 
important since it demonstrated the power of heredity and helped them 
better understand what was truly important: its role in humans. In that 
sense Dr. B’s biology exit exams—although scientifically objective—were 
also serving a political function.59

The same can be said of the tests written by graduating young women 
that year at the nearby Viktoria-Luise-Schule. They were also required 
by their biology teacher, Dr. O., to write on a genetics topic: “The Mean-
ing of Drosophila Experiments for Heredity.” Here, too, the exams dem-
onstrated state-of-art knowledge of genetics, especially the role of T. H. 
Morgan and the importance of the fruit fly as an experimental animal to 
verify Mendel’s laws.60 It is noteworthy, however, that two years later, 
in 1936, the teacher responsible for composing the topics for the biol-
ogy exit exams at the Staatliche Augusta-Schule in Berlin, another higher 
secondary school for girls in the natural sciences, made no attempt to 
hide the political motivation behind his “pure genetics” question. He 
asked his female students to use the crossing of two races of Drosophila to 
demonstrate the “scientific” foundation of one of the Nuremberg Laws’ 
regulations: “one-quarter Jews” may marry pure “Aryans” without any 
deleterious genetic results.61

By 1938, Rust’s reforms for the secondary schools came into effect. 
Many of the schools that had stressed the natural sciences no longer did 
so. As such, far fewer biological exit exams have been preserved in the 
last year they were officially tested. Among them, however, some were 
decidedly ideological.

In the Moltke-Schule one of the topics that the male graduates could 
address was “The Birth Decline in Germany: The Facts and Their Mean-
ing for the Present and Future of the German Volk, Its Causes, and the 
First Measures Taken by the Regime to Eliminate the Menacing Danger.” 
H.S. selected this important national issue. Although the section of his 
exam dealing with the causes of Germany’s population problem could 
have been written in the Weimar Republic, H.S.’s discussion of the means 
through which the government was tackling the problem could not be-
lie the essay’s political orientation. Since the “Nazi seizure of power,” 
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H.S. asserted, “there have been numerous measures instituted to raise 
the birth rate which have not failed in their effectiveness.” “First, there 
must be a mental turn-around on the part of the Volk,” H.S. reasoned, 
“such that it has faith in its government.” Since the National Socialist 
takeover, “the entire Volk has trustworthily stood behind Adolf Hitler.” 
The Nazi government, H.S. continued, passed a vast array of laws de-
signed to alleviate the problem. In addition to legislation, economic and 
social institutions such as “Mother and Child” and the National Socialist 
Welfare Association made it easier to care for large families from poorer 
backgrounds. Moreover, “land settlement plans will depopulate the large 
cities”; the urbanites will, once again, rekindle their “natural relation-
ship to their native soil.” H.S. then reiterated his original point: “But 
could any of these developments have occurred if the most important 
one—faith in our leadership—had not returned?” “We want to believe 
that every German recognizes the danger that we are still in—despite the 
improvement in the birth rate—and realize that it is one of his tasks to 
protect the existence of our Volk,” the teenager concluded. In his com-
ments, H.S.’s biology instructor stressed the efforts made by the author 
to carefully delineate the regime’s policies against birth rate decline. The 
teacher, Dr. B., obviously appreciated his intellectual diligence and gave 
H.S. a “2” (good) for his exam.

C.T. graduated from the Moltke-Schule that same year having written 
(from his teacher’s standpoint) an exemplary biology exit exam on “The 
Racial Structure of the German Volk, the Danger of Racial Mixtures and 
the Measures Taken by the National Socialist State to Protect German 
Blood.” This was clearly a topic on ethnology—one that could hardly be 
more in line with the ideals of Nazi pedagogical diehards. All the specifics 
mentioned in the official school textbooks on the subject of ethnology—
most of them originating from Günther’s work—could be found in C.T.’s 
exam: the six European races, the percentage of “Nordic blood” in the 
German population, the mathematics of determining a skull index, and 
“Nordics and Westphalians” as the races with the most desirable spiritual 
attributes. “The Nordic race is considered the efficiency race,” C.T. wrote. 
Since it was forged in difficult climatic conditions, “everything that could 
not withstand [the race’s] hard fate was destroyed by nature.” As such, 
its mental qualities include “courage, rationality, a strong will and deter-
mination and also pride and a cool reserve.” The Nordic individual, C.T. 
continued, is very efficient and always prepared. . . . He doesn’t serve the 
national community by being a part of it, but by fighting and working 
for it. . . . The Westphalian person is someone who is steadfast; he is in 
many respects similar to the Nordic individual.”
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C.T. then turned to the question of “Nordification.” Here he followed 
Günther, Lenz, and many Nazi biology pedagogues in equating the term 
with “the efficiency principle.” As one would expect, racial mixing with 
Jews was the ultimate evil. The Jews, C.T. made clear, must be viewed as 
a “mental race,” a view articulated by Lenz more than a decade earlier. 
“The Jew is not at all a nomad,” C.T. explained. Rather, the Jew is “a 
parasite.” To protect the national community from the danger of racial 
mixing that plagued Germany in the past, the Nazi government passed 
the Nuremberg Laws. C.T. went on to describe them in detail and ascer-
tain who was permitted to marry whom. Dr. B., the Studienrat, felt that 
the exam displayed a “maturity in its judgment” and demonstrated the 
“capability of the author.” He made but two negative comments in the 
text. Dr. B. took the boy to task for stating that the Near Eastern race (one 
of the two out of which the Jews were allegedly comprised) was more or 
less the same in its character traits as the Dinaric, one of the six European 
races. Clearly such an error of judgment could not be overlooked, even 
in an exam that received the highest possible grade, a “1” (very good). 
C.T.’s biology teacher also criticized him for using a word of foreign ori-
gin when a good German one was available.62

That several secondary school biology instructors somewhat fulfilled 
the role that Nazi pedagogue Benze articulated—to serve as experts for 
racial science in other subjects—appears to be confirmed by the exit exam 
on “The Biological Foundations of Völkisch Racial Care” with which this 
chapter began. As was noted, the two students writing on this topic were 
not satisfying their requirement for biology, but for German. Dr. F., a 
biology instructor at the Bismarck-Gymnasium, served as the “expert” 
on the topic.

As evidenced in the outline of the topic written on the first page of 
the exam, the two boys were clearly versed in the “big names” in the 
history of evolution and genetics. In particular, P.K. knew the meaning 
of Weismann’s work, even if he could not spell his name correctly. For 
him, the German embryologist’s studies proved for all time that the in-
heritance of acquired characteristics—“Lamarckism”—did not hold true. 
“Communism,” P.K. continued, is based on this “faulty theory.” As such, 
it supports “human equality.”

The students had also mastered the basics of racial hygiene, as well as 
the standard line on ethnology. Their essays were passionate and appear 
to have been ideologically committed. Applying the principles of eugen-
ics to “Aryans” was the task at hand. “Ethnology,” P.K. maintained, is 
extremely important “in that it teaches us about the different charac-
teristics of races.” Although knowing racial characteristics might make 



32	 the first page of graduating high school student p.K.’s exit exam from the Bismarck gymna-
sium in Berlin. the topic that this student chose as a qualification for the german language 
(not biology) in 1934 was “the biological foundations of völkisch racial care.” the illustration 
contains the introduction to the topic “völkisch racial care as the practical application of the 
science of biology” as well as an outline of the main part of his essay. the conclusion stresses 
the “importance of völkisch racial care.” We see that the teacher corrected p.K.’s spelling 
mistakes. Illustration courtesy of the archiv und gutachterstelle für deutsches Schul- und 
Studienwesen/landesarchiv, Berlin.



33	 a page in the middle of p.K.’s exam. on a prior page, the student explains the operation 
of Mendel’s Second and third laws, using the garden pea as an example. depicted in the 
student’s illustration here is the microscopic confirmation of this process through an ex-
amination of mitosis and fertilization of the parasitic roundworm (which the student confuses 
with the tapeworm). p.K., however, makes a much more important mistake by saying that 
darwin built upon Mendel’s laws. as seen in the illustration, the biology teacher responsible 
for grading the content part of the exam states “wrong: darwin did not know Mendel’s 
laws.” Illustration courtesy of the archiv und gutachterstelle für deutsches Schul- und  
Studienwesen/landesarchiv, Berlin.



34	 the final page of p.K.’s exam. the student explains that the practical side to the science of 
biology is racial care; it alone can once again provide the Volk with inner (i.e., genetic) health. 
however, “the individual must recognize the importance of racial hygiene and support it in 
deed and with sacrifice. regarding the question of the preservation of the race the following 
statement holds true: ‘the good of the community comes before that of the individual.’ ” 
Interestingly, the biology teacher responsible for grading the exam’s content thought it 
should have received a grade of “good” (equivalent to a B). the german language instructor, 
however, found that there were so many spelling and grammatical errors that he was only 
willing to rate the exam as “satisfactory” (equivalent to a c). p.K.’s final grade was “satisfac-
tory”—perhaps demonstrating that racial knowledge was not always more important than 
a good command of the german language. Illustration courtesy of the archiv und gutach-
terstelle für deutsches Schul- und Studienwesen/landesarchiv, Berlin.
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it easier to place people in what, for them, might be the biologically 
best occupations (“we could more easily place a person belonging to a 
leader race in a leadership position,” if certain of that person’s race), cau-
tion was necessary. Where the races are mixed, as is the case among the 
contemporary European races, a person “could have the physical traits 
of one race and the mental traits of another.” As such, P.K.—like his “na-
tional comrade” C.T.—followed the official, pragmatic line that “race,” at 
least for “Aryans,” could not be determined by physical appearance. That 
having been said, it was clear for F.G. that humans “lost their healthy 
racial instinct” through “an artificial environment.” This, however, was 
changing under National Socialism. P.K. closed his exit exam with the 
following reminder: “The individual must recognize the importance of 
racial hygiene and support it in deed and with sacrifice. With regard to 
the preservation of the race, the statement ‘common good before private 
good’ must stand.”63 At least in the case of these two German language 
exit exams and in the one biology essay preceding it, committed Nazi 
pedagogues had little reason to complain, either about what was being 
done for völkisch education in general or about secondary school biology 
instructors’ support of such education, in particular.

What can we conclude from this seemingly contradictory material on 
human hereditary education in the secondary schools during the Third 
Reich? As was the case with Germany’s biomedical researchers, second-
ary school biology instructors made the Faustian bargain with the Nazi 
regime. There was a symbiotic relationship between human heredity, 
in the form of racial science instruction, and National Socialist politics. 
Each reinforced the other. Without the importance placed on “hered-
ity” and “race” by Nazi ideology and Hitler himself, it seems doubtful 
whether as much genetics (in its various guises) would have been taught 
in the German schools during the 1930s and 1940s. We have seen that 
biology educators lacked the requisite number of hours to teach eugen-
ics and genetics effectively in every type of secondary school prior to the 
Third Reich, and these were precisely the biology subfields Studienräte 
believed would improve the status of their discipline. In other words, 
biology teachers had an interest even during the Weimar years in elevat-
ing the status of biology as a school subject by instructing their charges 
in socially and politically relevant material. Genetics and eugenics were 
such fields. We have seen how anxious many PhD biologists (both in 
the college-preparatory schools as well as in the universities and KWS 
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research institutes) were to take up the pedagogical cross and support 
racial science after the “Nazi seizure of power.” The sheer number of 
articles, handbooks, school texts, and extracurricular seminars written or 
supported by secondary school biology instructors testify to this commit-
ment. As we have observed, German biology teachers had a sufficiently 
“usable past” to work with. In other words, there was a measure of intel-
lectual continuity between the Weimar and Nazi regimes in the area of 
biology instruction.

Nazi politicians and pedagogues wished to ensure that no boy or girl 
be allowed to leave school without at least the rudiments of racial science 
education. According to Education Minister Rust, knowledge of this ma-
terial was “an absolute prerequisite” for the “renewal of our Volk.”64 Al-
though racial education was supposed to be communicated in all school 
subjects, it was naturally expected that biology instructors carry the lion’s 
share of the burden. The National Socialist state needed their coopera-
tion to construct and maintain the “racial state.” Biomedical researchers 
such as Fischer, von Verschuer, and Rüdin had other roles to play in the 
overall structure of the Third Reich. As we have seen, they produced, 
legitimized, and, to a certain extent, popularized—both nationally and 
internationally—the human genetics knowledge required to make Ger-
many the only fascist state where “race” became the criterion for citi-
zenship and where human genetics fostered genocide. These individuals 
were far too important to spend time directly ensuring that the masses 
could make a “scientific” distinction between “national comrades” and 
“racial aliens.” If not exclusively, this task generally fell to school biology 
instructors. The Hitler Youth might have preached the dangers of racial 
mixtures to its young cohorts, but only those trained in biology could 
really explain the “science” behind it. The higher secondary schools, in 
particular, also had a qualification function. Those who would later go on 
to study racial science at the university—certainly an interest of the Nazi 
regime—needed a proper grounding in the college-preparatory institu-
tions by biology Studienräte.

As we have seen, human heredity school instruction functioned to 
promote racial hatred and reinforce the distinction between biological 
“insiders” and “outsiders” under the Nazi regime; its tendency to un-
derscore politically motivated social and racial typecasting was radical-
ized during the war years. By that time, the Reich’s biological enemies 
were simply deemed genetically “subhuman.” Such instruction certainly 
helped loosen the traditional bonds of concern for the weakest members 
of society: the handicapped. Racial science instruction during the Third 
Reich dangerously narrowed the ethical universe of the youth; indeed, 



chaptEr 5

264

it helped to make morality dependent upon “heredity.” In addition, ra-
cial science instruction, at least as it was taught, not only reinforced the 
separation between “Aryans” and “racial aliens.” It also induced social 
conformity and efficiency—behavior necessary for the well-functioning 
of the Nazi regime.

Yet given the differences between the racial science ideal and racial 
science practice in the schools—and ambiguities did exit at virtually ev-
ery turn—it is difficult to assess precisely how mutually reinforcing the 
relationship between school instructors of human heredity and the Nazi 
State was in the day to day classroom arena. As was suggested, it was 
probably not quite as perfectly symbiotic as was the relationship between 
biomedical professionals and the regime. The degree of the secondary 
school biology teachers’ culpability in legitimizing a racist regime de-
serves to be questioned, in particular in comparison to that of KWS hu-
man geneticists. This raises difficult issues about the nature of complicity 
of various professional groups in a dictatorial regime like the National 
Socialist state. Can and should we expect more moral backbone from the 
producers of human genetic knowledge than from those who merely dis-
seminate it in the schools? Was a school teacher far more a mere “cog in 
the machine” than a leading scientist during the Third Reich and there-
fore to be assessed differently? Does an educator have an obligation to 
not merely to encourage the young to think critically but to help forge 
its national identity? Such are the queries with which both author and 
readers have to grapple.

After having explored the international debut of human heredity prior 
to 1933 as well as having examined four case studies of the symbiotic 
relationship between human genetics and the Nazi state, it is now time 
to address how the international human genetics community faced the 
Nazi state’s attempt to appropriate its discipline for its abject political 
purposes. We will begin where we left off in chapter 1.
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S I X

The International Human 
Genetics Community  
Faces Nazi Germany

We have just examined our four case studies of the sym-
biotic relationship between human heredity and politics 
during the Third Reich. All were the result of the Faustian 
bargain made between German human geneticists and of-
ficials of the Nazi Party. Our first two sites—the Dahlem and 
Munich Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes—focused on the produc-
tion of human genetic knowledge under the swastika. The 
second two cases, the use of professional scientific meetings 
and genetic and racial biology education in the secondary 
schools, were concerned with how such knowledge was dis-
seminated under the conditions that existed during the Nazi  
period. If we recall the trajectory that human genetics and 
eugenics took on the international stage until 1933, it is 
fair to say that every racial hygiene policy measure result-
ing from the symbiotic relationship between human hered-
ity and politics under National Socialism was either totally 
unique to Germany during the Third Reich or far surpassed, 
in its thoroughness, anything that existed elsewhere.

As an example, take the case of sterilization. Sterilization, 
as a form of negative eugenics, was much discussed prior to 
the Nazi seizure of power—not only in Germany but among 
many human geneticists worldwide. America took the lead 
in this procedure; indeed by 1933 somewhere between nine 
and twenty thousand mandatory sterilizations were legally 
performed in the United States, the majority in the state of 
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California.1 By 1941—at a time when Germany had gone from sterilizing 
to euthanizing the “unfit”—the United States had robbed some thirty-six 
thousand individuals of their right to procreate.2 In Nazi Germany, as we  
have seen, some twelve times the number of people was forced to undergo  
this procedure—most in the mere five years between 1934 and 1939. 
We will recall the role played by members of the KWIA in the secret and 
illegal forced sterilization of the so-called Rhineland Bastards—individu-
als rendered infertile not due to any alleged genetic defect but merely 
owing to “race.” There was nothing equivalent to this practice in other 
countries where eugenics existed. In addition, although pro-natal poli-
cies had been championed as a form of positive eugenics by numerous 
human geneticists in many nations, no country went as far as Germany 
under the swastika. Provided that they were healthy and politically reli-
able “Aryans,” German women were given financial incentives to bear 
children; at the same time they were forced out of professional employ-
ment. Genetically “valuable” women were given the Honor Cross for 
German Motherhood—a bronze one for four children, a silver one for six, 
and a gold one for eight. Abortion for “valuable” women was a serious 
crime for both patient and doctor. So-called racially valueless women, on 
the other hand, were discouraged from having progeny; in extreme cases, 
they were forced to abort their fetuses.3 Again, this was a measure unique 
to Germany under the swastika.

More generally, National Socialist Germany could boast the dubious 
honor of being the world’s only “racial state.” Indeed Hitler’s Reich was 
unique even among fascist countries in that “race” was the official cor-
nerstone of politics; “race,” not origin of birth or naturalization, became 
the criterion for citizenship during the Third Reich. The infamous 1935 
Nuremberg Laws that deprived German Jews of their citizenship and for-
bade any sexual relationships between so-called Aryans and individuals 
of alien races (i.e., Jews, blacks, Roma, and Sinti) or the reams of anti-
Jewish legislation were not adopted as a racial hygiene measure in any 
country not occupied or annexed by the Nazis.

If we turn to some of the outright biomedical crimes that were dis-
cussed in the context of our four cases, such as involvement with the 
“euthanasia” program—either directly or indirectly ( by profiting from 
it scientifically or rhetorically legitimizing it)—or the individuals con-
nected to medical experiments conducted at Auschwitz, there was no 
country that followed in Germany’s footsteps. Human experimenta-
tion conducted in the United States during wartime—most notably the 
Tuskegee syphilis study—while transgressing all ethical boundaries ac-
cepted today, did ultimately have state-sanctioned checks placed upon  
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it. There was never the degree of wanton disregard for human life that 
existed in Nazi Germany. Such practices were also never seen as eugenic 
measures. Although wartime Japan undertook bestial medical experi-
mentation, like human experimentation in the United States, it, too, 
was not done under the banner of eugenics. The purpose of Japanese 
human experimentation, like the notorious high-altitude medical experi-
ments carried out on prisoners of concentration camps like Dachau, was 
primarily to serve the interest of soldiers and the war machine.4 While 
these heinous activities are, needless to say, in no way less reprehensible 
than what occurred with the aid of Mengele at Auschwitz, they were not 
designed as an instrument to further separate out “valuable” from “value-
less” populations. Indeed, had the war lasted longer, the studies initiated 
by von Verschuer and Magnussen would have probably been used to 
scientifically legitimize the extermination of more racially undesirable 
individuals.

We have outlined the measures that differentiate German human ge-
netics from that of other countries. The question that begs to be raised, 
however, is why these policies occurred in Germany under Nazism and 
not elsewhere. An attempt to address this critical query will be made in 
the conclusion. First, however, we need to return where we left off at 
the end of chapter 1. How did the international human genetics com-
munity react to the policies and practices undertaken in the name of 
eugenics during the Third Reich? What occurred at international meet-
ings, especially at those held by IFEO? Did the activities and research of 
German human geneticists impact the direction of eugenics movements 
elsewhere? Were all countries equally affected? Developments between 
1933 and 1945 outside the Reich are certainly an important component 
in assessing the uniqueness, or lack thereof, of human heredity under 
the swastika.

The Challenge of Reform Eugenics

Years before the Third Reich, numerous human geneticists, especially in 
the United States and Great Britain, began to distance themselves from 
the kind of eugenics that Davenport and other mainline adherents were 
propagating. Although the exact motives varied from individual to indi-
vidual, in general, these so-called reform eugenicists felt that the accumu-
lated insights into human genetics did not support most of the political 
and policy claims of the mainliners. Moreover, reformists believed that 
most of their mainliner brethren were blinded in their pronouncements 
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by racial and class prejudice; their proclamations, the reformers felt, 
would serve to promote social inequality. Indeed many reformers, es-
pecially those in Britain, argued that any meaningful eugenics platform 
could only be implemented after a thoroughgoing economic reform of 
society. This did not, of course, mean that some of the reform eugenicists 
did not adhere to certain presuppositions held by the mainliners. On the 
whole, however, they were less sanguine in their views about the efficacy 
of eugenics to quickly transform the heredity stock of nations. They were 
more interested in advancing human geneticists as a prelude to legislat-
ing eugenics.

In the United States, Frederick Henry Osborn (1889–1981), secretary-
treasurer of the American Eugenics Society and an expert in anthropology 
and population, was skeptical of any wholesale claims about the genetic 
inferiority of certain races and classes.5 Herbert Jennings (1868–1947), a 
former student of Davenport, gained a position as a geneticist specializ-
ing in the heredity of microorganisms at the Johns Hopkins University. 
Although he believed that eugenics was theoretically useful, he did not 
share the optimism of the mainliners regarding the rapidity of eradicat-
ing defective genes. As Jennings argued in 1930, a scientific breakthrough 
that would allow the recognition of so-called normal carriers of deleteri-
ous genes was necessary before the gene pool could ever be cleansed of 
bad hereditary material—assuming, of course, that these millions of indi-
vidual carriers could be persuaded to refrain from procreation. Moreover, 
the Hopkins professor maintained, until the environment was improved, 
it was difficult, if not impossible to know whether nature or nurture pro-
duced an undesirable behavior or disease. “Bad living conditions often 
produce the same kind of results that bad genes do,” Jennings remarked. 
“Persons may become idle and worthless, insane or criminal or tubercu-
lous [sic]—either through bad genes or bad living conditions, or through 
a combination of both.”6

Certainly the most famous, and most political, of the American reform 
eugenicists was the world-renowned geneticist H. J. Muller. A commit-
ted socialist and supporter of the Soviet Union, Muller was even more 
radical in his attack against mainline eugenics than his other American 
colleagues. At the Third International Eugenics Conference in 1932 he 
declared open warfare on the mainliners in a talk entitled “The Domi-
nance of Economics over Eugenics.” Its flagrant Marxist position was 
anathema to Davenport, who chaired the Congress, and he did all he 
could to limit the time Muller had to deliver his paper. Insisting, how-
ever, that he be given a hearing, Muller began by offering a trenchant 
critique of social inequality under capitalism. Under the present eco-
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nomic system, Muller contended, financial, not eugenic, considerations 
govern human reproduction, and all hope of a better genetic future must  
remain “an ideal dream.”7 To legitimize capitalism, mainline eugenicists 
served as apologists, arguing—against scientific evidence—that race and 
class distinctions are the result of heredity. The capitalist system, Muller 
argued, “leads to a false appraisal of the genetic worth of individuals, and 
of vast groups, which results in entirely mistaken conceptions of eugenic 
needs.” Only with a radical overhaul of the capitalist system was heredi-
tary improvement possible. At that point, Muller emphasized, “the new 
eugenics will then come into its own and our science will not stand as 
a mockery.” He ended his speech with a rallying cry: The opportunities 
for eugenics under socialism are “unlimited and inspiring. It is up to us, 
if we want eugenics that functions, to work for it in the only way now 
practical, by first turning our hand to help throw over the incubus of the 
old, outworn society.” Muller’s audience at the Congress was shocked; 
people on the political left who heard of his talk cheered. America was in 
the depths of the Great Depression.8

Many of Muller’s British reform eugenics colleagues were also on 
the political left. They include the evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley  
(1887–1975), the population geneticist J. B. S. Haldane (1892–1964), and 
the experimental zoologist and medical statistician Lancelot Hogben 
(1895–1975). The only conservative in the group of reformers was the 
brilliant statistician and geneticist, R. A. Fisher (1890–1962). The first 
three men knew each other personally; whereas they would all later stand 
against the mainliners, only Hogben was initially against everything that 
Davenport and his supporters stood for.9 He especially attacked the zeal 
in which mainliners attempted to apply their alleged scientific knowl-
edge on the political stage. “In English law there is a wholesome provi-
sion which forbids public evidence until the case is closed. In science 
there is no penalty for contempt of court. It is a pity that there is not. The 
discussion of the genetical foundations of racial and occupational classes 
in human society calls for discipline, for restraint and for detachment. 
Nothing could make the exercise of these virtues more difficult than 
to force the issue into the political arena in the present state of knowl-
edge.”10 As private citizens, Hogben maintained, those who would offer 
eugenic remedies are entitled to their opinions. However, when scien-
tists speak in their public capacity, they should be “primarily concerned 
with sterilizing the instruments of research before undertaking surgical 
operations upon the body politic.”11 By the mid-thirties, however, de-
velopments in genetics and their left-wing politics eroded any lingering 
sympathies on the part of Huxley and Haldane for targeting the poor 
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as intrinsically genetically unfit, something they originally had in com-
mon with their mainline colleagues. Their socialist politics and critique  
of mainliners did not mean, however, that they opposed eugenics per  
se. Indeed, their Marxist outlook rendered them more critical of aspects 
of liberalism related to eugenics than their nonsocialist colleagues. As 
Hogben remarked, “the belief in the sacred right of every individual to be 
a parent is a grossly individualistic doctrine surviving from the days when 
we accepted the right of parents to decide whether their children should 
be washed or schooled.”12 But more knowledge was needed before one 
knew which of these individuals should be denied the outdated “sacred 
right” of parenthood.

Fisher was different from other anti-mainliners. He was certainly sci-
entifically sophisticated, as his groundbreaking treatise that would help 
launch population genetics, The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection, 
would demonstrate. Yet Fisher’s numerous scientific accomplishments 
did not prevent him from appearing politically and temperamentally 
more like his German colleague von Verschuer than his fellow British 
reform eugenicists. Although his background in population genetics and 
statistics did not permit him to accept the biologically simplistic doctrines 
of mainliners, like von Verschuer, Fisher was both an excellent scientist 
and a man who was not able to shake off his class and racial prejudices. 
Like von Verschuer, he was also a devout Protestant. Fisher argued for 
state subsidies for so-called fit families—a policy that was implemented 
in Nazi Germany.13

Britain and the United States were not the only countries where hu-
man geneticists attacked the Davenport school. In Norway, Otto Mohr 
(1886–1967), a physician and cytologist and later one of the founders of 
medical genetics, had been critical of his mainline countryman Mjøen as 
least as early as 1915. He was a close personal friend of the famous Ameri-
can fruit fly geneticist T. H. Morgan, a man who also parted company 
with mainline eugenics early. Although Mohr was not originally opposed 
to eugenics, he became more and more critical of the conservative and 
racist implications of it as currently practiced. Moreover, like many of 
his British colleagues, he found most of what was said on the subject to 
be unscientific. He stressed the importance of environment in many so-
called genetic diseases and remained on the opposite side of the divided 
Norwegian eugenics movement until Mjøen’s death in 1939. Like the 
British reform eugenicists, Mohr was interested in radical social reform, 
including the practice of birth control for all women.14

The Swedish physician and human geneticist Gunnar Dahlberg (1893–
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1956) also despised almost everything that the mainliners stood for. He 
was to the mainline Swedish eugenicist Lundborg what Mohr was to his 
countryman Mjøen. An outspoken man on the political left, Dahlberg  
had close contacts with the British group around Haldane. As we will 
see, he especially abhorred Nordic racism; Dahlberg would become an 
outspoken human geneticist against everything Nazi. Indeed, German 
human geneticists during the Third Reich would attempt to block his 
determination to succeed Lundborg at the Swedish Institute for Race  
Biology—the institute that had originally served as a model for Fischer’s 
KWIA. Dahlberg demonstrated that he was a man who took his politics 
seriously when, as president of the University of Uppsala in neutral Swe-
den, he openly condemned the German invasion of Norway in 1940.15

The rise of the Third Reich with its notorious racial policies only in-
tensified the suspicion, if not open hostility, that reform eugenicists and 
geneticists felt about the misuse of their science. In 1935, for example, 
L. C. Dunn, a distinguished American geneticist with no direct ties to 
eugenics, wrote John C. Merriman, president of the Carnegie Institute 
of Washington, the philanthropy that supported the ERO. Although the 
letter was primarily designed to critique the unscientific work undertaken 
at Davenport’s Institute at Cold Spring Harbor, he used his close prox-
imity to Germany (he was in Norway at the time) to attack Nazi racial 
policy while simultaneously warning of the danger of supporting main-
line eugenics. Dunn reported that under the Nazis, there was a complete 
reversal of the relationship between scientific research and politics. “The 
incomplete knowledge of today,” the geneticist argued, “much of it based 
on a theory of the state which has been influenced by the racial, class 
and religious prejudices of the group in power, has been embalmed in 
law.” Whereas there might be some progress in reducing the number 
of elements deemed undesirable by the state, “the cost appears to be 
tremendous,” Dunn continued. “The genealogical record offices have 
become powerful agencies of the state, and medical judgments when 
possible seem to be subservient to political purposes.” And as a liberal 
scientist, what was most disturbing to Dunn was that the “the solution 
of the whole eugenic problem by fiat eliminates any rational solution by 
free competition of ideas and evidence.”16 The entire basis of his science 
appeared threatened in Germany.

Even earlier, in 1933, Muller wrote to the Rockefeller Foundation  
requesting that the philanthropy endorse a statement that made it 
clear that continued funding of a German institute would cease if its 
researchers were dismissed on grounds “other than their scientific work.”  
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A research guest at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Brain Research just 
outside Berlin at the time, Muller noticed that its world-renowned liberal 
codirectors, Oskar and Cécile Vogt, were in political danger. Muller natu-
rally hoped the statement he requested from the American philanthropy 
would protect Jewish as well as politically suspect scientists.17

Huxley and Haldane were also direct in their response to the National 
Socialist brand of eugenics. Writing not only after the draconian German 
Sterilization Law but also after the infamous Nuremberg Laws, the two 
men attacked the underlying so-called scientific assumptions of both. 
In the preface to his 1936 coauthored book We Europeans: A Survey of 
“Racial” Problems, Huxley reminded his readers that “in a scientific age, 
prejudice and passion seek to clothe themselves in a garb of scientific 
respectability.” For the Marxist biologist, nowhere was this more evident 
than with regard to “race.” “A vast pseudo-science of ‘racial biology,’” he 
lamented, “has been erected which serves to justify political ambitions, 
economic ends, social grudges, and class prejudices.” In the body of his  
work, Huxley especially attacked the “ ‘Nordic theory’ which speedily  
became very popular in Germany.” The “Nordic theory,” he added, “has 
had a very great effect . . . in serving as the basis for the ‘Aryan’ doc-
trines upon which the Nazi regime is now being conducted.” Huxley 
also added that such “pseudo-science” was used to change immigration 
laws in the United States. Here he was speaking of the role that main-
line eugenicist Laughlin and the ERO played in legitimizing the Johnson 
Immigration Act of 1924—a policy that greatly limited the number of 
Eastern and Southern Europeans into the United States and made it even 
more difficult for Jews fleeing the Holocaust to embank on American 
shores. That such Nordic racism was pseudo-science was demonstrated 
to Huxley by claims that “Jesus Christ and Dante were turned into ‘good  
Teutons.’”18

Writing two years later, Haldane, in his treatise Heredity and Politics, 
indirectly attacked the German eugenicist Rüdin in targeting schizophre-
nia as one of the diseases for which one could be forcibly sterilized. As 
the British Marxist biometrician argued, in order for the Germans to pre-
vent the birth of one schizophrenic child, sixteen schizophrenics had 
to be sterilized, which would result in a loss of ten healthy children. “It  
is highly questionable,” Haldane added, “whether the bad effects of this 
policy do not outweigh the good effects, at least from the point of view 
of Hitler, who wishes the German population to increase.”19 Blasting the 
notion that Jews could be distinguished from the non-Jewish popula-
tion of Europe on the basis of physical and psychological traits, Haldane 
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presented his readers with the absurd statement of the Nazi German 
Minister of Agriculture, Richard Walther Darré: “The Semites reject ev-
erything connected with the pig. The Nordic peoples, on the other hand 
give the pig the highest possible honour. . . . The Semites and the pig 
are faunal and thus physiological opposites.” Sadly, Haldane continued, 
“evidence for this profound physiological discovery has not yet been  
published.”20

Dahlberg, the close friend and colleague of the Haldane group, 
launched his own scathing attack on National Socialist racial policy. 
In a book originally written in Swedish designed as “an examination of 
the biological credentials of the Nazi creed,” it was translated into En-
glish by Hogben and published in 1942 under the title Race, Reason and 
Rubbish.21At a time when the Nazis were transporting Jews all over Europe 
to be exterminated, the Swede Dahlberg wrote a remarkably accurate ac-
count of the development of anti-Semitism. Recognizing that it not only 
had its roots in religion, he saw clearly the importance of this form of 
traditional anti-Semitism for its newer, allegedly scientific garb. After a 
discussion of all the Nazi stereotypes of the physical and alleged mental  
differences between Jews and “Aryans,” Dahlberg went on to demonstrate  
that Jews are often very much like the people around whom they live. 
For the geneticist, no rational person could believe that “the average di-
vergence of external appearance”22 between Jews and other Europeans is 
of fundamental importance. Moreover, considering the number of Jews 
who were Nobel Prize winners relative to their percentage of the popula-
tion of various states, there can be no grounds for believing them to be 
inferior. From the standpoint of heredity, the Swede maintained, there 
“is no scientifically acceptable proof that Jews on average are worse than 
other folk. So far as inherited traits are concerned, there is absolutely no 
reason for maintaining that Jews represent a special type.” After a discus-
sion of why the minority status of Jews in European countries had always 
made it “possible to hate them,” Dahlberg made a rational plea for treat-
ing all people as individuals rather as part of an alleged racial group.23 
Unfortunately, for the Jews in Germany and much of Europe, this plea 
fell on deaf ears.

Just prior to and during America’s entry into the war, individual voices 
were raised against Nazi eugenics. In 1939, the future vice president under 
Roosevelt, Henry Wallace (1888–1965) spoke out against Nazi racism mas-
querading as science. The New York Times dubbed knowledgeable Ameri-
cans who began to lash out against claims of Aryan supremacy “the minute 
men of science.” Indeed, the New York Times science editor, Waldemar  
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Kaempffert, wrote that if geneticists do not “curb the 100-percenters 
[those who believed only in ‘100 percent American’ blood] who see no 
good in any one who is not white, Protestant and ‘Nordic,’ we might as 
well abandon [eugenics] altogether as a guide in improving the social 
quality of humanity.”24

But these comments came from disciplinary outsiders. In 1940, the 
reform eugenicist Osborn wrote his influential Preface to Eugenics. It was 
designed to offer a state of the art assessment of eugenics from the re-
form perspective. What is interesting is its ambivalent nature. On the one 
hand he offers conclusions that appear to critique eugenics in the Third 
Reich. Osborn mentions that there is no scientific evidence to support 
the claim that any nation is racially superior to another. Elsewhere he 
specifically states that “eugenics and democracy are significantly inter-
related.” Osborn goes on to argue that “the safeguards of democracy are 
essential to the development of a sound and humble eugenics.”25 On the 
other hand, he quotes evidence from Nazi racial scientists like Rüdin on 
schizophrenia and mentions the German population program, includ-
ing sterilization, in neutral terms. Although he states that there is dis-
crimination in that marriage loans are only given to Aryan families, the 
mode of discussion and his claim that “there is no evidence that racial 
discrimination complicated the sterilization program” in Nazi Germany, 
hardly qualifies his work as an outright attack against what the National 
Socialists were doing in the name of eugenics.26

This same ambivalence on Osborn’s part can be seen in his willingness, 
in contrast to his British reform colleagues, to work together with Ameri-
can mainliners. In a letter written to Laughlin, the superintendent of the 
ERO and perhaps the most important mainliner in the United States, 
Osborn expressed the hope that the two would meet soon. After all, both 
were committed to eugenics. Osborn reminded Laughlin that “you felt 
that we had a very deep bond in our community of interest.”27 Secretary-
treasurer of the American Eugenics Society at the time, Osborn served on 
the board of directors with Popenoe, another mainline eugenicist and 
coauthor, along with Gosney, of Sterilization for Human Betterment: A Sum-
mary of the Results of 6,000 Operations in California. As we have noted, this 
1929 book served as both a model for the draconian Nazi Sterilization Law  
and simultaneously legitimized it.28 Even von Verschuer, one of the lead-
ing human geneticists in Germany who made the Faustian bargain with 
the Nazi regime, was welcomed as a foreign member of the Society in 
1940.29 The lines, it would seem, between reform and mainline eugenics 
in the United States, was not as hard and fast as it was elsewhere—with 
the notable exception of the socialist geneticist Muller.
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The Mainline American-German Connection

The rise of reform eugenics did not mean that the more conservative 
mainline colleagues in all countries that boasted a eugenics movement 
were silenced. This was especially true in the United States. Although 
Laughlin’s ERO was criticized by reform eugenicists and even members 
of the philanthropy that funded his institute, the superintendent was 
able to secure money from the wealthy former lieutenant colonel and 
textile magnate Wickliffe Preston Draper—a man interested in the kind 
of mainline eugenics advocated by Laughlin and the Germans. In 1937, 
he was on the board of directors of the Pioneer Fund, an organization 
that still exists today. If one looks at the Pioneer Fund’s web site today, 
one finds that its goal is “to advance the scientific study of heredity and 
human difference.” From recent scholarship, however, we know that it 
was (and still is) involved in supporting all sorts of racist and right-wing 
projects. According to the Fund’s original stated purpose, it was designed 
to “improve the character of the American people by encouraging the 
procreation of descendents of ‘white persons who settled in the original 
thirteen colonies prior to the adoption of the constitution from related 
stocks’ and to provide aid in conducting research on ‘race betterment 
with special reference to people in the United States’” In fact, Laughlin 
served as its first president from 1937 to 1941.30 Both before and during 
these years Laughlin used his position at the ERO and the Pioneer Fund 
to attack reform eugenicists, continue his work on “race” in America, and 
examine the birth rate among so-called superior groups—in the case of a 
1937 study, the family life of American army aviators.31

As we have seen, German racial hygienists maintained close ties with 
Davenport, Laughlin’s boss, since the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury. Nor did these ties loosen after WWI, as American mainliners did all 
they could to help bring back German eugenicists into the international 
movement. Germans and American mainliners worked closely together 
in the IEFO throughout the interwar years. By the rise of the Third Reich, 
American mainline eugenicists, who had served as a model for many of 
their German colleagues, were proud, if not envious, of their fellow ra-
cial hygienists in the new Reich. As one American mainliner put it, “the 
Germans are beating us at our own game.”32 Mainline Americans such 
as the openly racist Madison Grant (1865–1937), Clarence G. Campbell 
(1862–1938), Charles M. Goethe (1875–1966), Popenoe, Gosney, and, of 
course, Laughlin supported the Nazi racial policy, especially its steriliza-
tion program. That some were worried what this might mean for America 



chapter 6

276

can be seen in a letter by Goethe where he describes, among other things, 
the German eugenics laws. “However much one abhors dictatorship,” 
Goethe remarked, “one is also impressed that Germany, by sterilization 
and by stimulating birthrates among the eugenically high-powered, is 
gaining an advantage over us as to future leadership.”33 In another note, 
he was even more explicit that what was at stake was national power. 
“The Germans are forging far ahead of us in this matter of accumulated 
[eugenic] data. They say they already have 4 Nobel prizes to 1 of ours, 
population considered, and that if we do not adopt their methods, they 
will run away from us with world leaders.”34 Nazi racial hygienists and 
their government used these affirmations of their policies to legitimize 
racial programs under the swastika. An examination of one episode deal-
ing with Laughlin’s contacts and research efforts clearly demonstrates the 
American-German connection during the Third Reich.

In July 1935, Laughlin wrote two letters to Eugen Fischer, who would 
be serving as president of the upcoming International Congress for the 
Scientific Investigation of Population Problems in Berlin. In one note 
to the Dahlem director he enclosed a paper accompanied by charts and 
pictures that he would have read for him at the Congress, as he was not 

35 map of the united States in 1935 showing the legislative status of mandatory sterilization. 
photo courtesy of the prickler memorial library, truman State university.
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planning to attend. “Your American colleagues,” he stated, “wish the 
forthcoming Congress the success which it so richly deserves, both in 
the advancement of eugenics as a pure science, and its application to 
the practical solution of population problems.”35 Laughlin’s second letter 
recommended W. P. Draper to Fischer. The trustee of the Pioneer Fund 
was planning to be in Germany at the time of the Congress and was in-
terested in attending its sessions. “Colonel Draper,” Laughlin wrote his 
friend Fischer, “has long been one of the staunchest supporters of eugeni-
cal research and policy in the United States.” Two weeks later, Laughlin 
wrote Draper that Clarence Campbell would be attending the Congress 
and suggested that the textile magnate be appointed an official delegate. 
He would be the American colleague who would read Laughlin’s paper. 
Draper indeed contacted Campbell and attended this major event.36 
At the well-attended international Congress, Campbell openly praised  
Hitler prior to his talk. This was used by the Nazi press as evidence of 
world support by international researchers for their racial policies. Back 
in the United States he tried to win support for National Socialist eugen-
ics and refuted anti-Nazi propaganda.37 On August 29, 1935, the New 
York Times published a factual report of Campbell’s Berlin speech en-
titled “U.S. Eugenist Hails Nazi Racial Policy.” It was printed in a column 
alongside the article “Nazis Behead Another.” The science editor of the 
paper was so surprised that Laughlin offered space in his journal, the 
Eugenical News, to the racist talk Campbell held in Berlin that he asked 
the ERO director whether he was forced to do so or whether he, Laughlin, 
endorsed the views of Campbell. One member of the American Eugenics 
Research Association was so outraged at Campbell’s speech that he felt 
forced to resign. “I hate to believe that the Eugenics Research Association, 
dedicated to eugenics as a science, has been prostituted to further false 
propaganda,” the letter’s author lamented.38

Meanwhile, the Eugenical News—the journal of The American Eugenics  
Research Association at the time—had been keeping its mainline reader-
ship abreast of developments in German racial hygiene, especially its 
Sterilization Law, since 1933.39 In one report on sterilization under Na-
tional Socialism, the German author praised his American colleagues. 
In everything dealing with Germany’s efforts toward “improving the 
nation’s health by applying biological laws,” Dr. C. Thomalia argued, it 
has “learned from the United States.”40 The Journal of Heredity, certainly 
more renowned than Eugenical News as a scientific organ and boasting an 
editorial board comprised primarily of reform eugenicists, also printed 
information of the German sterilization project. In a 1935 article entitled 
“A Year of German Sterilization,” the author Robert Cooke, the managing  



chapter 6

278

editor of the journal, expressed his view that “these glimpses at vari-
ous phases of the most extensive experiment in sterilization for human 
betterment suggest a commendable conservatism in administration.”41 
Whether he would have argued that some three years later is an open 
question. Cooke’s article was not the only one to praise the German eu-
genics project. In a 1937 discussion of “Eugenics in Other Lands: A Survey 
of Recent Developments,” Hilda von Hellmer Wullen, from New York, 
commented that Germany housed the “largest laboratory of eugenic ex-
perimentation in existence.” Although she did not wish to “pass judg-
ment” on the controversial platform of race purification, there was no 
doubt in her mind that “a concerted effort” was being made to apply the 
“Galtonian technique of altering the inborn quality of people through 
agencies under social control.” Regarding the compulsory nature of the 
German Sterilization Law, von Hellmer Wullen agreed with the Nazi re-
gime that such a measure can “be of little real value to humanity” were it 
merely voluntary. The German nation, she concluded, “has recognized 
before it is too late, (and before any other nation has taken any significant 
step in that direction), the biological importance of improving its racial 
stock by bringing into action all possible means at its disposal which 
may contribute to this important purpose.”42 In 1936, the year when  
“Baur-Fischer-Lenz” went into its fourth, revised edition, L. H. Snyder  
from Ohio State University could continue to express admiration that 
Lenz’s treatment of the Jews and their mental traits were “still discussed 
with same dispassionate fairness as before.”43

Both the Journal of Heredity and Eugenical News specifically carried ar-
ticles dealing with “race” in Germany. Eugen Fischer’s controversial talk 
in the Harnack-Haus on February 1, 1933, was reported in the first jour-
nal. Eugenical News printed a piece that argued that sixty thousand Jews 
were expelled from Germany. It was quickly refuted, in the same journal, 
by none other than Alfred Ploetz. The cofounder of German eugenics 
took exception to the word “expelled” and argued that most of the Ger-
man Jews left of their own accord. “They went,” Ploetz argued, “fright-
ened by the Jewish reports of horror, because they feared, and unjustly, 
a pogrom.” The old racial hygienist continued. “All the reports of horror 
(with the few exceptions of the few minor cruelties) were deliberately 
invented,” he affirmed, “in order to hurt the new Government . . . in 
spite of the incessant Jewish propaganda of untruths”44 Ploetz, who had 
attempted to hide his völkisch, anti-Semitic outlook prior to 1933, now 
took off his gloves.

To be fair, however, Eugenical News published an article by Franz  
Kallmann, a student of Ernst Rüdin who was forced to leave his post and 
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country for racial reasons. Writing from his new position at the New York 
State Psychiatric Institute, Kallmann still argued for the need to limit 
the number of schizophrenics. As Rüdin’s former student stated, “from 
a eugenic point of view, it is particularly disastrous that these patients 
not only continue to crowd mental hospitals all over the world, but also 
afford to society as a whole, an unceasing source of maladjusted cranks, 
asocial eccentrics and the lowest types of criminals offenders.” Speaking 
to those in his newly adopted country, “even the faithful believer in the 
predominance of individual liberty will admit that mankind would be 
much happier without those . . . from the schizophrenic genotype.”45

Both journals also reviewed important German eugenic texts such as 
those von Verschuer. Eugenical News gave a very favorable assessment of the  
German human geneticist’s 1934 work Erbpathologie (Hereditary Pathol-
ogy). “The word ‘nation’ no longer means a number of citizens living 
within certain boundaries,” the journal proclaimed, “but a biological 
entity. This point of view also changes the obligation of the physician, 
whose service to the nation consists in caring for and safeguarding this 
population as a whole.” The rave book review ended with the acclaim, 
“Dr. von Verschuer has successfully bridged the gap between medical 
practice and theoretic scientific research.” It is fairly certain that Laughlin 
wrote the review for the journal.46

Less than two years after the Berlin Congress that Draper and Campbell  
attended, Laughlin wrote to the former asking support for an “applied 
eugenic” project that he was entrusted with in Connecticut. A survey 
was to be initiated, with Laughlin’s help, to investigate the racial qual-
ity of the residents of the state. Although Connecticut had given $2,000 
toward the survey, that was not nearly enough. Laughlin hoped that 
Draper would recognize the need of the state to conserve “its own foun-
dational racial stocks and superior family strains” and donate money to 
the cause. “Any support the Pioneer Fund might give to this particular 
project should yield good returns in the field of applied American eugen-
ics,” Laughlin assured Draper. It was couched in a rhetoric that a textile 
magnate could easily understand. Laughlin then informed Draper that 
earlier money provided by the Fund to popularize the notorious Nazi  
eugenic film Erbkrank was put to good use. The film, which had anti-
Semitic overtones and used trick photography to make mentally handi-
capped individuals look monstrous, was not only used in American 
schools, but was shown to a group of child welfare workers in Connecti-
cut.47 Needless to say, it was not viewed as in any way flawed by Eugenical 
News. In an article written by Laughlin, the film allegedly “expounds 
the economic, moral and biological costs of human handicap and  
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inadequacy.” The film, he added, depicts “no racial propaganda of any 
sort.”48 Laughlin’s earlier private version of the write-up, however, ex-
cluded the last remark.49

Laughlin’s letter to Draper, one might add, occurred the year after Laugh-
lin was nominated for, and accepted, an honorary degree from the Univer-
sity of Heidelberg on its 550th anniversary, ostensibly for his important  
research. He was nominated by the Heidelberg Medical Faculty, in partic-
ular, by its dean, the future “euthanasia” physician, Carl Schneider.50 The 
conferring of these honorary degrees was politically motivated. Indeed, 
the University believed that foreign dignitaries like Laughlin would be 
supported by the Foreign Office and Goebbels’s infamous Reich Ministry 
for Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda to make Germany appear 
more respectable and for “foreign propaganda purposes.”51 The United 
States had more honorary degree recipients and more universities nomi-
nated for an award than any other country. Perhaps those in charge of 
the event did not wish to alter the fact that America sent more students 
to the University of Heidelberg than any other nation.52 Owing to lack of 
time, Laughlin did not travel to Heidelberg to receive his degree person-
ally. Instead, it was handed to him at the German General Consulate in 
New York. The ERO superintendent told the responsible individual at 
the consulate that “there was no other foreign university from which 
he would have rather received such an honor as from the University of 
Heidelberg.”53 He was congratulated on his award by von Verschuer—a 
man who certainly could run circles around Laughlin scientifically, but 
nonetheless shared with his American colleague a common racist and 
class-based eugenics philosophy. In his same letter to Laughlin, von 
Verschuer thanked the superintendent of the ERO for sending him eu-
genic literature for his new Institute in Frankfurt. “It is a special plea-
sure, von Verschuer added, that you take such a friendly interest in my  
work.”54

We know that Hitler apparently was interested in the texts that certain 
mainline eugenicists had written. He asked both Leon Whitney, an expert 
on sterilization, and Grant for a copy of their works. The latter received a 
note from the Führer stating that the Passing of a Great Race, Grant’s racist 
treatise, was Hitler’s Bible.55 When another book by Grant, The Conquest 
of a Continent, was translated into German in 1937, Grant asked Dahlem 
Director Fischer to “write a few words for the Foreword.” As expected, 
he praised it and its author. Henry Fairfield Osborn (1857–1935), uncle 
of the reform eugenicist Frederick Henry Osborn, wrote its introduction. 
It was twice as long as Fischer’s foreword.56 Although Osborn argued that 
no race could be viewed as superior or inferior, this was something that 
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German racial hygienists such as Fischer and von Verschuer also stressed. 
Such terms as “superior” or “inferior,” the German eugenicists continu-
ally emphasized, were not scientific. But by stating that the information 
Grant provided in his book “will take the wind out of the sails of enemies 
of racial theories who argue that racial worth is based on fairy tales,” 
Osborn was obviously aiding Nazi policies. Indeed, at least for the pro-
fessional German human geneticists who made the deal with the regime, 
Osborn’s introduction was a welcome confirmation of their own views. 
His decision to travel to Frankfurt to receive an honorary degree from its 
university in 1934 also legitimized Nazi racial hygiene policy.57

Unfortunately we are in the dark regarding what average Americans 
thought either about Nazi eugenic practices or those of their own coun-
try. In July 1933, a Mrs. George Webb of Providence, Rhode Island, wrote 
Chancellor Hitler praising him for his initiative in establishing Germa-
ny’s Sterilization Law.58 It seems unlikely, however, that this letter was in 
any way typical of American sentiment with regard to National Socialist  
eugenics and racial policy. What is clear from the mountains of mate-
rial that Laughlin collected on racial science and the “Jewish question” 
in Germany—much of it published in reputable papers like the New  
York Times—Americans could have been well informed about Nazi racial  

36 eugen fischer reading a copy of the american publication Journal of Heredity, ca. 1935. photo 
courtesy of the archiv der max-planck-gesellschaft, Berlin Dahlem.
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policies, had they wanted to. Included in what might be called Laughlin’s 
anti-Jewish campaign archive are reports of anti-Semitic and racial issues 
infecting election campaigns in the United States.59

Among the numerous informative articles about Nazi racial practices 
in Laughlin’s collection, there was an interesting letter written on No-
vember 24, 1933, to the editor of the New York Herald Tribune. During the 
prior month, the paper ran an article on the new Germany entitled “The 
Roots of Hitlerism.” The piece obviously offended a well-placed German 
woman, and she titled her reply “In Praise of Hitlerism.” As a person old 
enough to remember the Empire, the aftermath of the Great War, and the 
so-called chaos of the Weimar Republic, the author resented Hitler being 
viewed as a warmonger in the New York Herald Tribune. She defended the 
Führer’s withdrawal from the League of Nations in 1933 as a necessary 
declaration that Germany would no longer be treated as a pariah state. In 
her “Praise of Hitlerism,” she mentioned that the Third Reich redeemed  
“thousands from destitution and demoralization,” giving them productive 
work in the form of “voluntary work camps” where, allegedly, they were  
“never so happy.” The author also mentioned the good intentions of the 
Reich’s Winter Relief Action. People all over the nation, she claimed, vol-
untarily gave up their Sunday dinner and ate a simple stew so that money 
could be raised for the poor during the winter months. With regard to the 
“Jewish question,” the author admitted and deeply regretted “that the 
Jews have reason to feel bitter about the national revival.” At the same 
time, she added, “they have brought the trouble on themselves by their 
misuse . . . of the influential position they enjoyed in Germany. They 
dominated in a manner quite out of proportion to their numbers.”60

Although the markings on the article by Laughlin (he put lines along-
side of the author’s discussion of the “Jewish question” and the paragraph 
where she cited the “straightforward offers of peace and reconciliation 
made by Adolf Hitler”)61 tell us much about the superintendent and speak 
volumes about the way most Germans felt at the beginning of the Third 
Reich, the response becomes even more significant when we learn who 
penned the piece. The author was Eleonore von Trott zu Solz, a great 
granddaughter of John Jay (1745–1829), one of the so-called founding 
fathers of our country, chief justice of the United States, and coauthor 
of the Federalist Papers. The son of Eleonore von Trott zu Solz, Adam von 
Trott zu Solz, was apparently always opposed to Hitler. He was hanged as 
part of the July 20, 1944, military plot to assassinate the Führer. Eleonore 
became part of the Christian resistance to Hitler and his regime—exactly 
when is unclear. More interesting still, the Trott family lived close to 
the von Verschuers near the small town of Bebra in the northeastern 
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Hessen countryside. They were the two noble families who oversaw the 
area for centuries and frequently intermarried. Immediately after the war,  
Eleonore pleaded with von Verschuer to apologize for his actions dur-
ing the Third Reich—something the human geneticist refused to do. His 
reluctance to admit blame at the time would impact the relationship 
between the two families to this very day.62

We know that the collection of documents containing Eleonore von 
Trott zu Solz’s reply to the New York Herald Tribune was not merely of 
scholarly interest to Laughlin. In a 1934 letter addressed to “The Director 
of the Department of Eugenics of the Carnegie Institution of Washington 
D.C.”—in other words, to Davenport—a Jewish general insurance broker 
complained about a recent report on immigration submitted by Laugh-
lin to the Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York. In it Laugh-
lin argued against any “exceptional admission for Jews who are refugees 
from persecution in Germany.” He also recommended that there should 
not be “admission of any immigrant unless he has a definite country to 
which he may be deported, if the occasion demands.” The author of the 
letter wondered whom Laughlin meant, if not the Jews, because “the Jew 
is the only one that has no country.” The insurance broker reminded 
the addressee that if the ancestors of Laughlin had not been admitted 
to the United States through the “good grace of our liberal country . . . 
they would still roam barefooted over the Irish land and. . . . Dr. Harry 
H. Laughlin would not be a research man.” The author insisted upon a 
complete explanation of the actions of Davenport’s deputy, clearly an 
anti-Semite.63

The American mainline–German connection during the Nazi years ap-
pears to be unique within the international scientific community of hu-
man geneticists and eugenicists. Although, as we will see, there were close  
ties at this time between mainline Scandinavian and German racial hy-
giene advocates, it pales compared with those between conservative 
American adherents of the gospel of Galton and their colleagues who 
made the Faustian bargain with the National Socialist state. That being 
said, the connection was not symbiotic. It is clear that the Nazi officials 
and the German human geneticists who worked for them were ecstatic 
to receive American mainline praise. Most of this praise, however, was for 
the German Sterilization Law and its attempt to induce “fitter families” to 
have more children, not for later Nazi racial policy in general.

The American mainliners, for their part, did not profit from having Nazi 
recognition for their work. As the sometime reform eugenicist Osborn  
put it, it was a shame that the American public opposed “the excellent 
sterilization program in Germany because of its Nazi origin.”64 Indeed, 
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National Socialist support, especially after war broke out in Europe, 
helped to draw the curtain on mainline eugenics in the United States. 
The ERO, the organization of American mainline eugenics, was closed 
at the end of 1939.65 Nazi racial policy was not the only factor in the 
demise of American mainline eugenics, but it was an important one. The 
decline of mainline American eugenics, of course, did not mean the end 
of eugenics in the United States per se. Nor did it signal the end of eugenic 
practices such as mandatory sterilization.

The German Usurpation of the IFEO and the Dissolution of 
the International Human Heredity and Eugenics Movement

We have already become acquainted with numerous examples of the 
astute politics of professional talk on the international stage during the 
Third Reich. German human geneticists hosted and attended profes-
sional conferences in their fields and used such occasions not only to 
meet colleagues they wished to influence but also to legitimize Nazi racial 
policy abroad. As was mentioned at the outset of chapter 1, the interna-
tional reputation of German biomedical scientists was a critical intellec-
tual resource for the Nazi regime, and the individual human geneticists 
as well as the National Socialist state knew how to exact the maximum 
advantage from this fact both before and during the war. However, there 
was a deliberate omission of any discussion of one international organi-
zation during the Third Reich: the IFEO. Certainly the most important 
umbrella organization for the international eugenics movement in the 
1920s, the IFEO became increasingly strong and assertive in the years just 
prior to 1933. The rise of reform eugenics beginning in the early 1930s 
did not eliminate the mainliners who found their organizational home 
in the IFEO. It now remains to examine its fortunes during the National 
Socialism era. Owing to its virtual usurpation by the Germans with the 
help of their foreign supporters, the attempt on the part of the Nazi gov-
ernment to control organizations in the field of biomedicine outside its 
own country, and the negative foreign impact of National Socialist racial 
policies in general, the worldwide scientific community of human ge-
neticists was deeply divided. By the outbreak of the war, it would be im-
possible to speak of an international movement in human heredity and 
eugenics. The occupation policies of the Nazis only served to exacerbate 
the situation. Indeed, the IFEO never convened during WWII. Moreover, 
Germany exploited its quick victories in Western Europe to bring all sci-
entific organizations within its sphere of influence “in line.”
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The first meeting of the IFEO during the National Socialist era was held 
from July 18 to July 21, 1934, in Zurich. Indeed, Nazi officials were happy 
about the choice of location, as it seemed to ensure that there would be 
a strong pro-regime German presence among the delegates.66 Rüdin, as 
we will recall, had been appointed president of the Organization in 1932 
after Fischer had informed Davenport that he was too busy to accept the 
position. From the new president’s point of view the conference would 
serve as an international referendum on Nazi racial policy, in general, 
and the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring, in par-
ticular. Rüdin helped write the commentary to Germany’s Sterilization 
Law and was certainly the most vocal advocate for it among German 
human geneticists.

Before the conference was held, there were signs that not all IFEO 
members were happy with the German Sterilization Law or the choice of 
Rüdin as president. There were Dutch and especially French colleagues 
who were opposed to the former.67 A critique of the German practice 
was penned by Ludovic Naudeau and published in the paper Le Phare 
(The Lighthouse) in 1933. Naudeau was particularly concerned that “un-
der Nazi terror” the newly established Hereditary Health Courts might 
decide to sterilize Germany’s political adversaries. But he was also clearly 
against negative eugenic measures as they existed in the United States as 
well as Germany per se.68 During that same year, Georges Schreiber, the 
vice president of the French Eugenic Society and French delegate to the 
IFEO, wrote a caustic article in the Revue Anthropologique (Anthropological 
Review) in which he questioned Rüdin’s ability to serve as president at the 
upcoming meeting owing to his close ties to the Nazi regime and the role 
he played in the Nazi Sterilization Law. “The racial policy on the other 
side of the Rhine,” Schreiber exclaimed, “is characterized by the Hitlerites 
as purely eugenic.” In truth, he continued, “representatives of most other 
countries view it as dysgenic since an apparently talented portion of the 
[German] population is harassed and the book burning [of Jewish and 
politically left-wing authors] appears as evidence of the [German] desire 
for degeneration.” Although President Rüdin is a “valued and esteemed 
researcher” who perhaps might find some Nazi racial measures “unfortu-
nate,” will he really be able to express his opinion openly at the confer-
ence?” Schreiber queried.69 Several French eugenicists appeared to see 
clearly that the German Sterilization Law was part and parcel of a larger 
racial cleansing project that included anti-Semitism.

After receiving news from the pro-Nazi Norwegian delegate Mjøen70 
that the Dutch and French might make trouble at the conference, Rüdin 
ensured that a large and trustworthy delegation including von Verschuer, 
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Ploetz, and several others who had openly made the Faustian bargain with 
the regime were invited. In addition, prominent Nazis from party and 
state such as Walter Gross, Falk Ruttke, and Karl Astel joined them. On the 
other hand, anyone who was considered politically unreliable, like the 
Dresden eugenicist Rainer Fetscher, was prohibited from attending.

As was usual at such conferences, the president gave the opening 
speech. Rüdin made it clear that only “energetic measures to improve 
humanity” could prevent the “degeneration of cultured peoples.” The 
“care of worthy hereditary material” and the “freedom” from the unfit 
could not, the Munich director emphasized, be achieved with “savvy 
philanthropic talk,” but only with “goal-oriented action and iron conse-
quence.”71 Somewhat later during his own talk, Nazi lawyer Falk Ruttke, 
the other commentator of the German Sterilization Law, told his audi-
ence from twelve countries how this would be accomplished in his na-
tion. Our “entire legislation,” Ruttke boasted, “is interspersed with racial 
hygiene perspectives.” This did not merely include mandatory steriliza-
tion, but castration for habitual criminals, marriage loans for healthy, 
Aryan national comrades, and a Reich Hereditary Farm Law that protects 
the interests and property of healthy non-Jewish farmers. He assured the 
delegates that everything that was genetically nefarious for the German 
people would be “violently wiped out.”72

As expected, there were critical voices heard at the conference. The 
renowned Dutch human geneticist Dr. G. P. Frets gave a talk entitled 
“The Development of Eugenics in the World” where he condemned the 
German Sterilization Law for its mandatory nature. He also emphasized 
the need for positive eugenic measures and the increase of population. 
It also appears that the delegates from Austria, the Netherlands, Poland, 
and Czechoslovakia were not favorably inclined toward Germany’s 
practice of “collective sterilization.” Schreiber, speaking for the French 
delegation, claimed that it was a “serious attack against individual free-
dom.” Moreover, Schreiber added, one lacked exact knowledge of the 
genetic transmission of many of the diseases for which one could be 
legally sterilized in Germany. He bemoaned the fact that whereas “in 
France I am considered a ‘progressive’ eugenicist, the German delega-
tion views me as ‘antiquated.’” He noted that the president seemed very 
agitated whenever Schreiber spoke his mind. That having been said, he 
remarked that Rüdin, contrary to his earlier fears, did not react like a Nazi 
apologist, but rather with the “broad vision” of a man of “universal high  
culture.”73

This image was of course just what Rüdin and the Nazi officials were 
after. German human genetic experts were supposed to appear scientific 
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and urbane. This kind of demeanor rather than the shrill voice of a Nazi 
propagandist was far more effective in enhancing the symbiotic relation-
ship between human heredity and Nazi politics. We have already ob-
served this in chapter 4. The critique notwithstanding, things went well 
for the Germans in Zurich. Whereas the French and some of the Dutch 
colleagues had taken issue with the scope and mandatory nature of the 
Sterilization Law—and according to Rüdin sixteen thousand procedures 
were carried out since the proclamation of the Law on July 14, 193374—
the Americans, British, and Scandinavians in attendance appeared to 
have applauded Germany’s success in this eugenic arena. And these were 
the very people most important to the German delegation. Moreover, the 
delegates, “all differences of opinion notwithstanding,” could agree to 
two general resolutions: First, that many highly civilized countries were 
concerned about the threat of a “new large war.” Such a war would be 
genetically anathema to “western culture.” It goes without saying that 
such a declaration—prompted by Ploetz—was music to Hitler’s ears. At 
the time the Führer was playing the peace card in Europe and the world. 
We already noted how the World Population Policy Conference in Berlin 
one year later was used to promote the same image of the Third Reich. 
Second, racial hygiene research and practice was a life or death matter 
for all states and could not be avoided. Those countries that had not yet 
undertaken eugenic research and measures should learn from those that 
have already done so.75

These resolutions were used as intellectual resources by the regime. 
For example, the Völkischer Beobachter carried a report entitled “Racial 
Hygienists against War Hysteria: International Recognition of German 
Racial Hygienic Legislation.”76 Other Nazi publications, like Neues Volk 
(New Nation), spoke about the “breakthrough of a new spirit” that was 
observable even outside Germany.77 In an interview with a party publica-
tion, Rüdin reiterated that “it has been made clear to foreign countries, 
that German racial hygienists wish lasting peace in the world, as war 
destroys the fittest.” Moreover, Rüdin added, attacking the problem of 
the unfit indirectly by eliminating defective germ cells through steriliza-
tion is ethically humane. “The destruction of life not worth living in the 
crude form in which it occurs in the plant and animal kingdom,” Rüdin 
continued, “is not something we human beings can do.”78 As we have 
seen, the “euthanasia project” with which Rüdin was involved, certainly 
calls into question his above-mentioned declaration. It goes without say-
ing that the continued positive feedback of the German Sterilization Law 
in Laughlin’s Eugenical News only served to confirm the propaganda coup 
for the Nazi government as well as the German racial hygienists.
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Although the World Population Policy Conference held in the Reich 
capital in 1935 was, as we have noted, by and large a great success for the 
Nazi eugenic cause, the negative fallout following the enactment of the 
Nuremberg Laws later that year, as well as the critical voices both in Zu-
rich and in Berlin, caused Nazi racial policy makers to consider what 
could be done to further coordinate and control future international 
meetings, especially the IFEO. That such action was needed reminds us 
that although most left-wing human geneticists had long since shunned 
the mainline IFEO, even the moderate mainliners could not be com-
pletely trusted, especially as the American and British did not seem to 
be all that interested in the politics of the organization.79 And there was 
always the possibility, according to the IFEO’s statutes, that new eugenic-
related institutes or organizations could join up as members.

As president, Rüdin did all he could do to fill the IFEO with sym-
pathetic German institutions. For example, von Verschuer’s Frankfurt 
Institute eagerly joined in 1935. During the following year, two further 
German institutes, that of psychiatrist and Rüdin admirer Kurt Pohlisch 
in Bonn as well as that of Ernst Rodenwaldt at the University of Hei-
delberg, added their names to the list.80 Other German institutes would 
follow.

Rüdin had good reason to take this action. One of his ideological arch-
enemies, the left-wing Swedish human geneticist Dahlberg, had been 
appointed head of the prestigious Institute for Racial Biology in Uppsala 
against the wishes of Swedish mainliners like Lundborg. Indeed, before 
his appointment to the professorship by the Swedish king, Dahlberg, who 
was part of the Haldane group in outlook and friendship, wrote a long 
letter to His Majesty. He complained that Rüdin, who was named as one 
of the experts who would advise the king regarding the best candidate 
for the post, could not, given his position in Germany, “give an objective 
verdict.” This was especially true in this particular case, Dahlberg contin-
ued, as the Swedish geneticist stood “in marked opposition towards the 
views at present prevailing in German race biology, e.g. having publi-
cally spoken against anti-Semitism.” The king accepted Dahlberg’s argu-
ment, and Rüdin was replaced. Once appointed, Dahlberg completely 
transformed the Institute—the one that had initially served as the model 
for Fischer’s future Dahlem KWIA—into a modern research center for 
human and medical genetics. He then applied for membership in the 
IFEO, perhaps if only to help preserve its neutrality. His membership was 
effectively stalled for five years; by that time he was admitted, the IFEO 
would never meet again.81
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The progressive Norwegian medical geneticist Otto Mohr, the arch-
enemy of pro-Nazi Mjøen, faced similar problems. Owing to his social 
democratic political views as well as his criticism of National Socialism 
and its Norwegian advocate, Mjøen, the aging racist mainliner made it 
clear to Rüdin that Mohr, with his “communist wife and friends” would 
be a terrible political risk and someone who would “wreck havoc” in the 
IFEO. But there were additional factors that could be held against him. 
In his popular book on genetics published in the 1920s, Mohr stated that 
he was skeptical of the efficacy of eugenics for the time being and empha-
sized the need for environmental reforms. Moreover, he was known to 
be critical of the National Socialist truth that race crossing was harmful. 
“We have enough to do,” Mjøen reminded his friend Rüdin, “to fight the 
destructive forces outside of our organization.” If we allow such forces 
into the IFEO, “we are lost.”82

If the German delegation at the IFEO conference in Zurich made the 
most of its presence to push through regime-friendly resolutions, its role 
at the 1936 conference in Scheveningen in the Netherlands demonstrates 
its intention of controlling, indeed usurping, the entire organization for 
the political purposes of the Nazi state. Some Nazi officials were so con-
cerned about facing ideological opposition to National Socialist anti- 
Jewish policies in Holland that they considered holding the conference 
in Germany in order to have more control. This had worked only a year 
earlier in Berlin. For whatever reason, the Reich Ministry of Education 
spoke out against this plan, but demanded that a “numerical and quali-
tative exceptional” representation of German human geneticists be sent 
into battle. In addition, members of the Nazi government should not 
accompany them, as “the German point of view” in discussions is much 
better defended from the mouths of the scientists themselves. This again 
points to the role of the reputation of these scientists as intellectual re-
sources for the Nazi state.83

Rüdin was even more careful selecting the German delegation for the 
1936 conference than he was two years earlier. Although he could judge 
the scientific credentials of those who should attend, he left their po-
litical qualifications up to the National Socialist Professors’ Association. 
Hermann Muckermann, the former Jesuit director of the KWIA, although 
desired by the Dutch delegation, was refused permission to form part of 
the German delegation by Rüdin. Once it was clear that Rüdin would, 
once again, be delegation leader, the Munich director wrote to the Ger-
man Congress Center (DKZ) and stressed the importance of a large Ger-
man presence. The upcoming international IFEO meeting, Rüdin assured 
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Dr. Knapp of the DKZ, “is from the perspective of the [international] 
judgment and status of our racial hygiene legislation of the utmost im-
portance for our country.” As such, he continued, he kindly requested 
that everything possible to secure an “appropriate” number of German 
delegates be undertaken. Moreover, Rüdin added, it would be appropri-
ate to find hard currency for the female spouses of the German delegates 
who planned to attend. Although such money for spouses was recently 
denied for another conference, the upcoming IFEO meeting was in an-
other league. This one, the Munich director assured Knapp, was about 
enhancing the “prestige of German racial hygienic legislation, measures 
and ideas.” As the conference in the Netherlands will also be a social 
event with “foreigners of both genders,” the German woman “with her 
exact knowledge” of the situation in her homeland would have the op-
portunity to make “propaganda for a nazified and eugenically inclined 
Germany.”

It is unclear whether Rüdin was ultimately successful in securing pro-
paganda money for the German spouses, although the DKZ rejected his 
pleas. The Munich director then turned to his Jena friend and colleague 
Karl Astel, a man whose well-placed connections within the NSDAP 
might help him secure the needed hard currency from party sources.84 
Whatever happened with the spouses, when the German delegates were 
finally selected, the fifteen individuals who passed both the scientific 
and political litmus test dominated, in terms of sheer number, the other 
participants from America and Europe.85 Indeed, the United States had 
only three representatives. France and Great Britain had two and three, 
respectively; Norway and Sweden sent only one each. Only the Dutch 
hosts, with five delegates, boasted more than all other countries besides 
Germany.86

There was another reason that Rüdin was particularly concerned about 
the upcoming IFEO meeting in the Netherlands: a new president of the  
Organization needed to be elected. The Munich director had served 
his four-year term—most of it during the National Socialist era. He  
had used his position to legitimize Nazi racial policy within the IFEO. 
Unfortunately, it was not acceptable for more than one president to come 
from any one country. Now the question remained: which individual 
could be elected who was at least friendly to the Nazi regime and not Ger-
man? As the Dutch Frets was not acceptable to the Germans and none of 
the overtly pro-Nazi Scandinavians—even Fischer’s stated choice of the 
pro-Nazi Mjøen—were willing to serve for reasons of health or age, there 
were a limited number of tolerable potential candidates. Interestingly, 
even most of those individuals who were not completely anti-Nazi were 
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unwilling to stand for election. As it turns out, a student of the Swede 
Lundborg, Torsten Sjögren became the Germans’ choice. He had been 
the person Rüdin hoped, with the help of Davenport, to push as succes-
sor to Lundborg at the Swedish Institute for Race Biology instead of the 
antiracist Dahlberg. Sjögren’s subsequent election, however, could not 
have been better for Rüdin, the German delegation, and the Nazi state. 
Under his watch, the IFEO became an even more docile instrument for 
Nazi racial policy propaganda.87 The Nazi government could be doubly 
satisfied, as Fischer was named vice-president.

Not long after his election, Sjögren wrote the former IFEO president 
asking for advice. He used the opportunity to assure Rüdin that his “ad-
miration for the genetic and racial hygienic research and results” in Ger-
many “goes without saying.” Indeed, the Swede viewed its work in this 
area as “a brilliant model.” He reported that he would do everything in 
his power to see to it that the IFEO met in Berlin in 1938. The new presi-
dent thanked Rüdin for his invitation to come to his Munich Institute to  
study.88 During his stay for a multiweek course at the GRIP, Sjögren agreed  
with his host that the Archiv für Rassen-und Gesellschaftsbiologie, the main 
German eugenics journal, should also become the official organ of the 
IFEO.

Unfortunately for the German delegation at the Scheveningen meet-
ing of the IFEO, there were still enough Dutch eugenicists to defeat the 
motion to hold the next IFEO conference in Germany. Instead, it would 
be hosted in Poland, Hungary, or Estonia. Sjögren and the Germans, how-
ever, did not give in easily. President Sjögren attempted to convince the 
organization that instead of meeting as the IFEO, the body should be part 
of a Racial Hygiene World Congress held in Berlin. Here, however, he met 
with the opposition of Cora Hodson, longtime British secretary of the 
IFEO. Hodson, although partial to the Nazi eugenics project, did not wish 
to split the Organization by forcing a meeting in Berlin. Perhaps there 
was still some sense of British fair play on her part. In the last analysis, 
however, Sjögren and the Germans succeeded in ousting Hodson from 
her position. Mjøen’s wife took over the IFEO’s secretarial functions.

This move, of course, eliminated any obstacle from holding a confer-
ence in Berlin. For political reasons, however, Nazi officials wanted it 
to be held in Vienna. After Austria was “brought home to the Reich” 
in 1938, Nazi bigwigs felt that using Vienna as a venue would be good 
advertizing for racial hygiene in the Ostmark (the former provinces of 
Austria). It was no longer to be a mere IFEO meeting. Rather, it was billed 
as the Fourth International Congress for Racial Hygiene (Eugenics)—in 
other words, as a continuation of the pre–National Socialist tradition of 
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such international meetings that began in London in 1912. Reich Min-
ister of the Interior Frick, the same person who presided over the 1935 
World Population Policy Conference in Berlin, would be the honorary 
host. Rüdin, Fischer, Lenz, and German eugenicists, including the world-
renowned geneticist von Wettstein, were on the steering committee.  
Rüdin, who was to be acting president at the Vienna meeting, invited 
most of the leading eugenicists in the world. However, on a list prepared 
with the names of these individuals, Rüdin put a question mark next to 
those people who were seen as critical of National Socialist racial policy; 
he also placed the words “Jew” or “Jewish-Bolshevik” alongside Germa-
ny’s “racial enemies.” Scheduled to be held in August, 1940, the congress 
never took place. Both the outbreak of Germany’s “racial war” and the 
beginning of regime’s “euthanasia project” made such a conference im-
possible. Reich Minister for Education, Bernhard Rust, announced that 
the Congress would unfortunately have to be postponed until after the 
war.89 There would be no further international eugenics meetings during 
the Third Reich.

Rüdin also tried to exert influence on international congresses other 
than the IFEO. In August 1937, the Seventh International Congress of 
Genetics was scheduled to be held in Moscow. A year or so prior to the 
planned Congress, Soviet geneticists, including the head of the Maxim 
Gorky Institute for Medical Genetics and Congress program organizer, 
Levit, together with antiracist American and British colleagues such as 
Walter Landauer, Clarence Little, and Julian Huxley, proposed a special 
general section entitled “Human Genetics and Race Theories.” Although 
the details of the background to this proposal need not concern us, suffice 
it to say that a German communist geneticist, Julius Schaxel (1887–1943), 
formerly a professor at Jena before immigrating to the Soviet Union after 
he was dismissed from his university chair in 1933, was the leading per-
son behind the decision. Schaxel, who was also kicked out of the German 
Genetics Society in 1935 owing to his “crude insults against German sci-
ence and its representatives,” wanted to organize “a responsible forum 
of serious researchers” to discuss the National Socialist racial theory from 
a professional genetic point of view.90 At any rate the plan for a session 
on “Human Genetics and Race Theories” at the Moscow meeting was 
announced in the relevant journals, including the prestigious Journal of 
Heredity. According to a circular put out by the International Committee 
of Genetics, abstracts for all sessions of the meeting were to be sent to the 
Organization Committee in Moscow by February 15, 1937.91

The plan to hold such a special session obviously designed to attack 
the German delegation and its government racial policies—policies that 
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claimed to be based on the latest science—was more than a mere thorn in 
the side of the regime. Indeed, the dreaded Gestapo warned that the Ger-
man human geneticists would be used for hostile purposes and strongly 
urged that the German delegation not attend. The German Racial Policy 
Office, the party, the Ministry of Education, the Foreign Office, and Dep-
uty Führer Rudolf Hess’s Office all agreed with the Gestapo’s position. 
Virtually all state and party offices suggested that Germany and foreign 
“friends of Germany and its racial policy” boycott the Moscow meeting 
as it allegedly would be used for the “political aims of Bolshevik propa-
ganda.” Only in the event that a respectable boycott proved impossible 
to organize would a small group of “especially well-selected and well- 
prepared German researchers” be sent to the Soviet Union.92

As it turns out, the Nazi regime did not need to make a final deci-
sion on the matter. The Soviet government decided at first to postpone 
the Moscow conference for an unspecified time. Somewhat later, it an-
nounced that it would not host the Seventh Genetics Conference at all. 
The Germans were probably not the only ones who were happy about 
this decision; Davenport had signed a statement in which he indicated 
that he was personally opposed to holding a conference in the Soviet 
Union. Probably the mainline Swedish geneticists contacted by Rüdin in 
1936 about the matter were also relieved by the turn of events.93

The reasons for the Soviet Union’s decision not to proceed as planned 
are complex; they cannot, however, be separated from the Great Terror 
unleashed by Stalin that was demoralizing and destroying the USSR at the 
time. More immediately relevant to the proposed conference, however, 
was the general Soviet attack on the part of well-placed and aggressive 
Lysenkoists against Mendelian genetics and eugenics as “fascist science.” 
The caustic attacks continued despite all efforts by Levit and his Moscow 
Institute to counter Nazi racism through first-rate research. Although, 
as we have seen, Levit first appeared successful in his pursuit of medical 
genetics (as well as eugenics questions under cover of medical genetics), 
his luck changed in late 1936. As part of the large series of purges taking 
place, Communist Party members who were accused of “Menschevizing 
idealism” and had spent time abroad, as had Levit, were prime targets of 
Stalin’s wrath. In November 1936, the party official in charge of science 
in Moscow denounced Levit as an “abettor of Nazi doctrines.” At a ses-
sion of the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences, matters 
came to a head. H. J. Muller, a friend of the Soviet Union, had set up a 
genetics laboratory first in Leningrad and then in Moscow between 1933 
and 1936. The American geneticist did not help his Soviet colleagues 
when, at the Lenin-Union academy, he openly attacked the Lysenkoists. 
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His reform eugenic treatise, Out of the Night, was completed in the Soviet 
Union. Contrary to Muller’s hopes, the work greatly displeased Stalin, 
and the Soviet leader ordered an attack against it. Muller was lucky to 
escape the country with his life.

His colleagues, however, did not share Muller’s good fortune. Agol, 
who, like Levit, had studied with Muller in Texas, was arrested as an 
“enemy of the people” and shot. Levit was subsequently removed from 
his position at the Maxim Gorky Institute in Moscow in 1937. Several 
months later, in early 1938, he was apprehended by the Soviet secret 
service and was accused of being an American spy. It appears that he was 
killed sometime that year.94 The elimination of Levit marked the defini-
tive end of eugenics in the Soviet Union.

During the time when the Conference was officially “postponed” in the  
Soviet Union until a later date, the international genetics community 
was concerned that something unpleasant was taking place. A series of 
letters between Norwegian reform eugenicist Mohr, the Croatian Ameri-
can geneticist Milislav Demerec (1895–1966), and A. I. Muralov and N. I.  
Vavilov, members of the Soviet Program Committee, documents the 
attempt to find out if, and when, the Conference would be held and 
whether there was any truth to a “very alarming statement” published 
in December 1936 in the New York Times. The respected New York City 
newspaper reported that there was “a serious schism” among Soviet ge-
neticists and that some were even arrested. Although Mohr and other 
left-wing practitioners would have liked to have waited for a definitive 
answer from the Soviet government, it was clear that other geneticists 
were no longer anxious to go to Moscow. As Mohr reported to Muralov 
and Vavilov with some regret, his colleagues wondered whether it would 
be better to host the meetings in a country “that was not in the forefront 
of political attention.”95

Ultimately, the Congress was held in Edinburgh from August 22 to  
31, 1939. Fears of the outbreak of war hung over the meetings like a 
dark and threatening cloud. The renowned plant geneticist Vavilov, who 
was supposed to preside over the Congress, did not attend. Nor did any 
of his Soviet colleagues deliver papers. In 1940, Vavilov was accused of 
“wrecking” Soviet agriculture. He died in a Soviet prison camp in 1943. 
Although a New York Times article predicted that the “democracies [will] 
have big delegations” and that “some Germans will stay away,” the 
thirty-two politically handpicked scientists from the Reich who traveled 
to Scotland were a formidable presence. In truth, the German scholars 
probably spent more time listening to the radio than discussing the new-
est developments in genetics. They were sitting on packed luggage, so to 
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speak, ready to leave at a moment’s notice. The German Foreign Office 
in fact did order the Reich delegation to leave following the signing of 
the infamous German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact on August 23. Soon af-
ter, most other continental European participants made their way home, 
fearing an outbreak of hostilities. During the last few days, the Congress 
was largely reduced to an exchange between British and American ge-
neticists.96

That having been said, the meeting served as a venue for a very event-
ful undertaking. Watson Davis, director of the American Science Service, 
asked world leaders who planned to attend the Congress in Edinburgh 
the following query: “How could the world’s population be improved 
most effectively genetically?” The response came to be known as the Ge-
neticists’ Manifesto. Based in large part on Muller’s 1935 treatise, Out of the 
Night, the Manifesto was not only an outspoken plea for a reform eugenics 
based on the socialist transformation of society but also a sharp critique 
against racism among mainline eugenicists in general and Nazi racial 
policies in particular. As a reflection of Muller’s Marxist perspective, he 
viewed all racism, the Nazi variety included, as a by-product of capitalism. 
“The removal of race prejudice and the unscientific doctrine that good 
or bad genes are the monopoly of a particular people or of persons with 
features of a given kind will not be possible,” the Manifesto stated, “. . .  
before the conditions which make for war and economic exploitation 
have been eliminated.” Only after a new socialist economic order and a 
more profound understanding of genetics would it be possible for a eu-
genics that would be worthy of the name—one that would raise the men-
tal and physical genetic level of all individuals. The Manifesto was signed 
by twenty-three of the most influential reform eugenicists, including the 
Marxist British group around Huxley, Theodosius Dobzhansky, Joseph 
Needham, Dahlberg, and of course Muller. It was later published in the 
influential British journal Nature. Interestingly, the text also appeared in 
the mainline journal Eugenical News.97

Although a clear eugenics alternative was presented at the Congress 
in Edinburgh, the reformers were not internationally unified. As was 
mentioned, individuals such as Muller, Dahlberg, Mohr, and the British 
Marxists shunned the IFEO. They communicated among themselves, but 
they never formed a separate international eugenics society to propagate 
their ideas. Marginalized during the National Socialist era in the German- 
dominated IFEO, in 1935 the Latin eugenicists formed their own organiza-
tion, La Fédération Internationale des Sociétés d’Eugénique Latine (the In-
ternational Federation of Latin Eugenic Societies). It held its first congress 
in Paris in 1937. The papers at this meeting reflected their pro-natalist,  
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positive eugenic program. The Fédération included Central and South 
American eugenic practitioners, a group within the Latin eugenicists.98

Hence, by the outbreak of war, there were certainly alternatives to the  
Nazi variety of eugenics, but as far as the continuation of Nazi racial 
policy was concerned, it mattered little, if at all. Needless to say, after 
Germany began its “racial war” with an attack on Poland on September 1, 
1939, any international eugenic cooperation with the Reich on the part 
of Western Europe was impossible. We have seen that hard-core Ameri-
can racists like Laughlin did not immediately break off contact with Ger-
many. But with the American entry into the war, even the few American 
mainliners who were still active had no further professional relations 
with the enemy. With revelations of Nazi atrocities, eugenics, at least its 
mainline variety, was discredited in the United States. As we have men-
tioned, however, eugenic practices such as sterilization continued.

Within Germany, the war unleashed a twofold development. Eugen-
ics, even as understood by the German human geneticists who made the 
Faustian bargain with the Nazi state, did not initially include the outright 
killing of individuals deemed genetically or racially defective. In 1939, 
however, the transition was made in Germany from the sterilization of 
the “unfit” to their physical liquidation as part of the “euthanasia” proj-
ect. Although there were no lack of willing medical professionals who 
anxiously sought to enhance their careers by serving as “euthanasia doc-
tors” or hoped to profit scientifically from those murdered, the leap to 
the systematic killing of the “unfit” did not originate from the human 
geneticists themselves. Nor were these researchers directly responsible 
for the decision to undertake the “Final Solution,” however much their 
rhetoric and service to the state aided this historically unique and ethi-
cally unfathomable mission. Research has outlined the ideological, pro-
fessional, and methodological connections between the destruction of 
so-called useless eaters and the mass killing of “racial undesirables” in 
Germany’s slave and extermination camps after 1941.99 We have seen 
how von Verschuer, Magnussen, Nachtsheim, and Rüdin were involved 
with these murderous procedures. Even German school biology teachers 
made their (albeit modest) contributions to it.

The other development during the war years involved the attempt by 
the Nazi regime to exert direct control over the professional institutions 
in Germany and occupied and neutral countries. This naturally included 
biomedical organizations. We have seen that even prior to the war the 
Nazi government took a very active interest in the composition of the 
German delegation at international professional conferences and how a 
deal emerged between the German human geneticists who attended such 
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meetings and the National Socialist state. There were other instances, 
however, where matters were more one-sided. For example, in 1935 a 
Bureau of Human Heredity was established in London. Its alleged pur-
pose was to serve as a clearinghouse for new research on human genetics. 
The Chairman of the Bureau was the British geneticist R. Ruggles Gates; 
Hodson, at the time secretary of the IFEO, was elected honorary secretary 
of the Bureau. At the beginning of 1937, the Reichsausschuß für Volksge-
sundheitsdienst (the German Commission for Public Health Service), an 
organization within the German Ministry of the Interior, wrote a letter to 
Rüdin questioning why Germany should be involved in the Bureau. The 
problem was that Haldane, an outspoken critic of Nazi Germany, was on 
the executive committee. As Dr. Lemme of the Reichsausschuß bluntly 
put it, given Haldane’s role in the organization Germany’s “collabora-
tion with the Bureau of Heredity is not acceptable.” Lemme demanded 
a response from the Munich director; when Rüdin did not immediately 
answer, he wrote him another letter. In Rüdin’s reply—one directed not 
only to Lemme but also to another Nazi medical bureaucrat as well as to 
the prestigious medical journal the Münchener Medizinische Wochenschrift 
(Munich Medical Weekly)—Rüdin listed all the reasons why such collabo-
ration was not desirable. He was probably honest in many of his own 
reservations he offered Lemme, but the point is that he was more or less 
forced to comply with the wishes of the state.100

During the war, the German government was anxious to exert the 
Führer principle on organizations to an ever greater extent than before. In 
early 1940, an important bureaucrat in the Reich Ministry of the Interior 
and administrator of the child “euthanasia” program, Herbert Linden 
(1899–1945), wrote a letter to Rüdin regarding the further coordination 
of the German Society for Racial Hygiene. Linden queried whether sepa-
rate local sections in various cities really needed to exist, as was the case 
in the newly annexed Austria. It was necessary, “especially in this field,” 
Linden continued, “to have the closest possible cooperation with the 
Party.” Linden made it known that his Ministry would insist that Deputy 
Führer Rudolf Hess would have a say in any change in the chairmanship 
of the Society. He reminded the Munich director that “all forms of train-
ing in the field of Genetic and Racial Care were under the bailiwick of the 
Racial Policy Office of the NSDAP.” Moreover, in 1935 the German Soci-
ety for Racial Hygiene was informed that when it held public meetings 
it needed the approval of the party. Linden reprimanded Rüdin for an 
earlier letter in which he claimed that the Society was merely responsible 
to the Reich Ministry of the Interior, i.e., a state ministry and not the Nazi 
Party.101 If it was not totally transparent to German human geneticists in 
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the first years of the Nazi regime, it was certainly crystal clear now which 
of the two parties to the Faustian bargain had the upper hand.

Certainly the most grandiose Nazi government plan for international 
biomedical institutions was its attempt to create a “new order” for all 
scientific life in Europe. Preparations for this new scientific order were 
discussed at meetings hosted by the Reich Ministry of Education in late 
1940 and early 1941. The first meeting was held on November 12, 1940, 
and was hosted by SS member and head of the German Research Council, 
Dr. Rudolf Mentzel. In addition to several party members and bureau-
crats, there were representatives from the professional disciplines pres-
ent. Eugen Fischer spoke for most of the anthropological and biomedical 
sciences; von Wettstein served for biology.102

The Herculean task that the ministry set for itself was the question of 
whether the seat of all professional organizations in occupied countries 
could or should be transferred to Germany, or how, otherwise, it could 
dominate all the scientific disciplines in the present and future Greater 
Germany.103 Speaking for his field, von Wettstein argued that the correct 
plan for biology would be to “bring the European [organizations] in order 
under German leadership.” “After the War,” the plant geneticist contin-
ued, “the struggle will have to be fought out with America anyway.” At 
that point, scientific prowess will decide whether the right of leadership 
will lie with Europe or the United States.104

Fischer, for his part, informed those present at the meeting that Ger-
many already had the “main influence” over the IFEO.105 His view of the 
French Institut international d’anthropologie (International Institute of 
Anthropology) in Paris was anything but supportive. According to Fischer, 
it was Germanophobic going back to the days of the League of Nations 
in the 1920s. The Reich never joined the organization. Apparently in a 
letter to the Ministry of Education, the Dahlem director stated that he 
was opposed to the Institut both because many of its French members 
were Lamarckian and because its director was opposed to the National 
Socialists. Fischer suggested that one send his former KWIA assistant, SS 
member Horst Geyer, to help the occupation forces in Paris collect infor-
mation on the anti-German past of the Institut. The Dahlem director’s 
goal was that “this notorious Institut disappear from the Earth,” once and 
for all. From a memorandum dated 1941, the Ministry of Education had 
obviously taken up Fischer’s request to investigate the French organiza-
tion; the Dahlem director’s original damning report on the Institut was 
appended.106

Discussing the question of whether the new order in science would 
proceed in an “evolutionary” or “revolutionary,” manner, the general 
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consensus of those at the meeting was that in “exploiting the given sit-
uation, all means should be employed to create a fundamentally new 
organization of scientific cooperation.” This might entail working with 
existing foreign organizations, “depending on the particular conditions.” 
In the scientific struggle with the United States, Germany’s present situ-
ation is “organizationally and financially better than ever before.” The 
participants suggested the creation of a reliable German instrument to 
secure its position within the international organization of science.107 
This was necessary, as a later report documented, since the new scientific 
order was not merely an “independent problem” but nothing less than 
a facet of Germany’s foreign policy in the field of science together with 
its cultural and political impact. Moreover, “following the spirit of the 
European revolution,” international congresses on the continent, as they 
functioned in the past, would cease to exist.108

Summarizing the role that German human geneticists played on the 
international stage from the first decade of the twentieth century, when 
their fields first made their debut, until the midwar years, when at least 
Fischer took part in a gargantuan plan for a “new order” of European sci-
ence under German hegemony, is no easy matter. If, however, we limit 
our scope to their participation within the international eugenics move-
ment we find more unity among them than among practitioners of other 
nations dedicated to the Galtonian gospel.

Although the banner of German racial hygiene was embraced by in-
dividuals of all political persuasions, those active in the international 
movement in terms of attending and hosting conferences were, by and 
large, politically conservative mainliners. This was true both before and 
after the “Great War.” The aftermath of WWI served not merely to tem-
porarily polarize the international eugenics movement, but permanently 
alienated German racial hygienists and precipitated their move to the 
political right. Moreover, many of the active German racial hygienists 
were first and foremost human geneticists who secured their training 
through medicine—a profession that enjoyed an inordinate amount of 
social prestige and viewed serving the Volksgemeinschaft as its unique 
calling.109 Although physicians also dominated French eugenics, these 
individuals thought of themselves first as medical doctors and then, if at 
all, as geneticists of a Lamarckian persuasion.

During the mid-1920s, Great Britain, the United States, and the Scan-
dinavian and the Benelux countries either had active mainline and re-
form eugenicists who attended the same conferences or the reformers 
among them played an active role at other international professional 
meetings. Outside Germany, reformers frequently critiqued their fellow 
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mainline countrymen openly. Whereas there was a so-called Berlin and 
Munich contingent of the German Society for Racial Hygiene at this 
time—the former allegedly representing a moderate eugenics that did 
not emphasize the hereditary superiority of “Aryans,” while the Munich 
group stressed class and race as criteria of eugenic fitness—we know that 
forming any hard and fast dichotomy out of these differences is problem-
atic. This is because two of the most active members of the Berlin group 
in the late 1920s and early 1930s, Fischer and von Verschuer, were secret 
Nordic enthusiasts. Their silence on the Nordic issue was merely political. 
Moreover, most of the moderates were not active on the international 
circuit.

Latin eugenicists, as we have mentioned, were by and large Lamarckian, 
and while they attended eugenic-related international conferences with 
Mendelian practitioners until the mid-1930s, they were not taken seri-
ously by the latter. During the Third Reich the Lamarckians were heavily  
attacked by the German delegation. Soviet human geneticists, while 
Mendelians, never attended a eugenics conference, as their interest in the 
field had to be hidden. By the time it came to hosting a genetics meeting 
where the topic of eugenics and Nazi racism could be discussed, namely, 
at the proposed Seventh International Genetics Conference in 1937, the 
Soviet government refused to hold the gathering. Most Soviet colleagues 
were already under attack by the Lysenkoists or worse.

Without wishing to overemphasize the degree of unity among the 
German human geneticists who played an important role in the inter-
national arena, it would not be an exaggeration to state that most of 
those eugenicists who were not kicked out of their posts owing to race 
or political ideology and hence no longer had access to international 
meetings during the Third Reich had already offered their support to 
the Nazi state. As we mentioned, most were German conservatives who 
had enough in common with National Socialism that they were hopeful 
about the coming of the new order. As it became clear that they would 
profit professionally from a state that made race and heredity the corner-
stones of its Weltanschauung, the German racial hygienists had no rea-
son to resent representing their government at international conferences 
and within the international eugenics movement. Those like Fischer, von 
Verschuer, and Rüdin believed in the power of genetics; even if they oc-
casionally had quibbles with individual facets of Nazi racial policy, the 
official Nazi ideology’s emphasis on the hereditary nature of physical 
and mental characteristics was in accord with their own science. Their 
national conservative or völkisch outlook made it easy for them to accept 
and propagate the regime’s anti-Semitic policies at home and abroad. 
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What is clear is that in the international arena, as well as at home, Ger-
man human geneticists during the Third Reich could capitalize on their 
mainline eugenic tradition and entered into a symbiotic relationship 
with the National Socialist state. German human geneticists as well as 
their government served as mutually beneficial resources. The interna-
tional renommée of the German scientists was perhaps their most valuable 
resource for the Nazi state. The outcome of this symbiosis was that eugen-
ics was discredited, and there was never a new international movement. 
For decades the term “eugenics” was by and large taboo. The word still 
has a largely negative connotation today.

37 photograph taken by the famous Jewish russian-american photographer roman Vishniac, 
featuring his daughter mara in front of a Berlin store window, 1933. mara poses in front of a 
device for measuring the difference in size between aryan and non-aryan skulls. the photo 
demonstrates that the so-called science of racial research was not just hidden behind the 
walls of the academy. copyright mara Vishniac Kohn; courtesy of the International center of 
photography.
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C O N C L U S I O N

The Road Not Taken  
Elsewhere: Was There 
Something Unique about 
Human Heredity during 
the Third Reich?

There were in the memory of mankind Genghis Khans and Eugen Fischers, but 

never before had a Genghis Khan joined hands with an Eugen Fischer. For this 

reason, the blow was deadly efficient.1 M A X  W E I N R E I C H ,  A U T H O R  O F  H I T L E R ’ S 

P R O F E S S O R S

Over the course of this book, we have examined four differ-
ent venues designed to illuminate the relationship between 
human heredity and politics under National Socialism. Two 
of these case studies, we will recall, focused on the produc-
tion of human genetics knowledge in the most important 
research sites for the investigation of human heredity and 
eugenics in Germany, the Dahlem KWIA and the Munich 
GRIP. The other examples highlighted the dissemination of 
this knowledge at professional meetings and in German sec-
ondary school biology classrooms. It is hoped that the sym-
biosis between human genetics and Nazi politics is clear for 
all to see. In addition, I have attempted to lay bare exactly 
how human genetics researchers and National Socialist of-
ficials in question served as mutually beneficial resources. 
Hence, the four case studies answered one of the queries 
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raised in the introduction: What induced so many trained German hu-
man geneticists to make a deal with Nazi bureaucrats in the first place, 
and what did the senior partner to this Faustian bargain, the Nazi state 
and its functionaries, gain from these scientists? Moreover, biomedical 
research scientists working at the KWS both before and during the Third 
Reich were placed within the context of the international human genet-
ics and eugenics movement prior to and after 1933. Only by examining 
the fortunes of human heredity and eugenics in Germany on the inter-
national stage during a period extending almost a half century are we in 
the position to offer an answer to the two most central questions posed 
in the introduction: First, what, if anything, was uniquely “Nazi” about 
human heredity under the swastika? Second, how effectively does this 
peculiarity explain why some important representatives of the human 
genetics community embarked on a path that led to the moral abyss, for 
both themselves and their science?

A German Sonderweg in Biology?

The question of whether there was something unique about human he-
redity under National Socialism is part of a much broader query that has 
preoccupied German historians since the end of last world war: Was there 
something special about Germany and its history that accounts for the 
rise of Nazism and its accompanying brutalities at home and abroad? 
Several answers have been offered during the past sixty years.2 Among 
the best known, if now controversial, explanations is the Sonderweg (“spe-
cial path”) thesis. Articulated in the 1970s and 1980s by members of 
the Bielefeld school of social history, most notably Hans-Ulrich Wehler 
and Jürgen Kocka, the Sonderweg thesis argues that Germany’s path of 
development differed in numerous important respects—including the 
lack of a politically mature middle class and the absence of a strong lib-
eral tradition—from other Western countries. These specific peculiarities 
set the stage for Germany’s inevitable and tragic path toward Nazism. 
Critics of the Sonderweg thesis, however, claim it assumes some norma-
tive path of development toward an industrial, advanced capitalist state 
and is thus misguided. In the case of science—the issue under discussion 
here—opponents of a German Sonderweg at least imply that there is no 
necessarily “correct” way in which human heredity and politics impact 
each other.3

In an attempt to construct a position between advocates and critics 
of the Sonderweg thesis, the late German social historian Detlev Peukert  
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argued that the German path of modernization—which ultimately, but 
not inevitably, let to Nazism—was one of many possible paths open to 
Western industrial-capitalist societies. Germany’s trajectory in the first 
half of the past century represents an extreme example of social and po-
litical developments that occurred in part, and to varying degrees, in other 
countries.4 It would appear that Peukert’s view is relevant to the case of 
human genetics and eugenics in Germany during the Third Reich.

Applying Peukert’s position to the subject of this book, an analysis 
of the international human heredity community in the first third of the 
twentieth century, suggests that there was nothing intrinsically peculiar 
or unique in the history of German human genetics and eugenics prior to 
1933 that made the transgression of all moral boundaries in the biomedi-
cal sciences such as we have seen in the KWIA-Auschwitz connection or 
the GRIP-“euthanasia” relationship inevitable. We have come to learn that  
the intricately related fields of human genetics and eugenics represent so-
cially constructed knowledge. As such, it should not surprise us that their 
practitioners in the thirty or so countries that boasted eugenics move-
ments differed in terms of their allegiance to a specific mechanism of he-
redity, their methodology of choice (either positive or negative eugenics 
or both), their political persuasion and professional training, their will-
ingness to legislate genetic fitness, and their openness for ideologies of 
Nordic supremacy. If one compares the countries that adopted the “gos-
pel of Galton,” one frequently finds mainliners and reforms within the 
same nation. Professional organizations also incorporated such divisions. 
Indeed even during the first several years of the Third Reich, conservative 
mainliners, liberal opponents of Nordic supremacy, and Latin eugenicists 
attended the same international conferences. As was mentioned in chap-
ter 1, it appears that the only common denominator among eugenicists 
everywhere was their penchant to consciously or unconsciously view hu-
man beings as human resources whose numbers could be manipulated for 
some transindividual purpose. We have seen that the power of genetics to 
solve social problems in a state interventionist framework was accepted in 
capitalist, socialist, and non-Western countries alike.

The conclusion that there was no one special feature about racial hy-
giene in Germany not merely prior to 1933 but throughout the interwar 
years is further strengthened by a recent study in which the KWIA was 
compared to two non-German research institutes for human heredity: 
the American ERO and the Soviet Maxim Gorky Institute for Medical 
Genetics. Both similarities and differences abounded between all three 
institutes. There was “no single factor—be it the professional background 
of the scientists, the kind of research undertaken, the source of funding, 



ThE ROad NOT TaKEN ELSEwhERE

305

the administrative style of the directorate or even the existence or nonex-
istence of a dictatorial regime—that somehow made the Fischer institute 
unique during the Weimar Republic or under the Third Reich.”5 Even the 
exploitation of vulnerable individuals or populations without rights for 
experimental purposes was not a unique feature of Nazism. During WWII 
the United States’ notorious syphilis study on African Americans came 
close to pushing the boundary of ethically acceptable research, if indeed 
it did not transcend it. Wartime Japan engaged in numerous experiments 
on local inhabitants of occupied Manchuria for military purposes. It is es-
timated that in one Japanese unit alone over three thousand individuals 
died while serving as human guinea pigs during a ten-year period.6

Historical Contingency and the Nazi Symbiosis

That having been said, we somehow believe that there was something dif-
ferent about the path that human genetics research took under National 
Socialism. In no other country and at no other time were the ethical 
boundaries of traditional research practice so brutally violated as in Ger-
many under the swastika. Although Nazi Germany may not have been 
the only regime that engaged in human experimentation during the war, 
it was the only one to do so, at least in part, in the name of eugenics (not 
all forms of human experimentation in the Third Reich were related to 
racial hygiene). In addition, much of the research conducted by certain 
KWIA personnel like von Verschuer, Magnussen, and Nachtsheim, as 
well as Deussen at the GRIP, was deliberately designed to further elimi-
nate unwanted populations. This tragic trajectory cannot be explained 
by what might possibly be the only significant anomaly between Ger-
man racial hygiene prior to 1933 and movements in other countries: the 
absence of a sustained and visible critique by geneticists and the larger 
population in the Reich of the very practice of eugenics. Why this was 
so and whether such public silence did not take place in other countries 
with eugenics movements has yet to become the subject of scholarly de-
bate. What is clear is that the destruction of a viable civil society during 
the Third Reich rendered any such criticism, not only of eugenics per se 
but of the extreme racist form practiced to the forced exclusion of other 
varieties, all but impossible.

Drawing on the examples of our four case studies, Germany’s role in  
the context of the history of the international human genetics and eu-
genics movement as well as the in-depth comparison of one of the Reich’s 
most prestigious institutes, the KWIA, with other similar non-German 
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research centers, we come to the following conclusion. If there was any-
thing uniquely “Nazi” about human heredity and eugenics in the Third  
Reich, it pertains to the particular way in which human genetics inter-
faced with National Socialist politics and how they served as resources 
for one other. The symbiosis that ensued between human heredity and 
the broad political context of Nazism served to radicalize them both.7 As  
we have seen, during the prewar years, the Faustian bargain between Ger-
man human geneticists and officials of the National Socialist state led 
to greatly increased funding for politically cooperative and enthusiastic 
biomedical scientists; the knowledge subsequently produced helped le-
gitimize the “racial state” at home. Even school children were instructed 
in governmental racial policy and learned that it was allegedly based on 
vanguard science. Abroad, the Nazi “racial state” was defended on the 
international stage by renowned German human geneticists who in turn 
profited from the political usefulness of their international renommée.

During Germany’s “racial war,” the symbiosis turned deadly. It changed 
the opportunities for biomedical research as well as the nature of the “re-
search material.” The special nature of this union created unexpected and 
highly coveted possibilities to engage in scientific investigations on popu-
lations without rights that would not have been possible under other 
political and ideological circumstances. The newly acquired “research ma-
terial” could then provide the continued scientific legitimization and ex-
pertise necessary to further execute racial policy under the swastika. Even 
school biology textbooks employed during this period served to further 
dehumanize populations targeted for extermination and to legitimize  
the brutal two-front war against racial undesirables at home and abroad.

The specific historical conditions that set the stage for the unique re-
lationship between human genetics and politics under the swastika was 
“the coming together of a dictatorial regime for which race and heredity 
served as an ideological cornerstone and a mature eugenics movement 
for which race and heredity functioned as its epistemological categories.” 
This intersection was certainly exacerbated by the dire economic and 
social tensions plaguing the late years of the Weimar Republic after the 
outset of the Great Depression in Germany in 1930—conditions that 
were more extreme there than in other countries.8 In addition, the still 
highly charged negative legacy of the “Great War” remained a part of the 
national memory. We have observed the impact of the former in the two 
institutional histories of the KWIA and the GRIP. The fallout from the 
latter was evident in German racial hygienists’ shift to the political right 
and their attitude toward international professional meetings in the years 
immediately following WWI.
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That these historically contingent factors help explain the uniqueness 
of the form that human genetics took in Germany may be gleaned by a 
final, brief comparison with the situations in the Soviet Union and the 
United States, countries that were political opposites and harbored fun-
damentally different projects for the science of human heredity.

As in Nazi Germany, human genetics in the Soviet Union was certainly 
pursued in the context of a dictatorial regime. Soviet practitioners, like 
their colleagues in Germany, openly collaborated with their government. 
Yet official Soviet ideology, Marxism-Leninism, opposed, rather than re-
inforced, a scientific paradigm focusing on race and nature. Perhaps most 
importantly, although Levit, as head of the Maxim Gorky Institute, was 
forced to “overlook” the crude brutalities of his regime—as were Fischer, 
von Verschuer, and Rüdin in Nazi Germany—the latter made a direct con-
tribution to those brutalities through the various activities of their insti-
tutes. Levit as well as the German KWS directors served oppressive regimes  
to advance their own scientific interests, but only in the case of the latter 
did the science itself (in the political context of the Third Reich) function 
to legitimize and exacerbate the government’s inhumanity.

In the United States, capitalist ideology might have been quite com-
patible with the mainline eugenic thought that was pursued in Nazi Ger-
many. Indeed we have observed the intimate ties between mainline 
American eugenicist like Laughlin and conservative German racial hy-
gienists both before and after 1933. But by the 1930s, the Unites States’ 
racist brand of eugenics was represented by individuals who, unlike the 
German human geneticists, could boast no international scientific re-
nown. In addition, the ERO’s funding agency, the Carnegie Institute of 
Washington, forced it to close its doors in 1939. The work undertaken 
at the ERO had become a scientific and political embarrassment. Nei-
ther had the United States adopted the “gospel of Galton” as its official 
ideology nor was it ever a one-party state. Even when some of its citi-
zens’ liberties were threatened by the work of American human genetics 
research—as in the case of mandatory sterilization—the United States 
continued to retain a healthy civil society, even during the troubled years 
of the Great Depression. The existence of such a society with a plurality 
of ideologies served as a barrier to the adoption of the sort of radical state 
policy that was practiced in Nazi Germany.9

As has been demonstrated, both the intellectual content and the inter-
national context of human genetics research served as scientific capital  
for a regime desiring that its racial policies be based upon the most up-
to-date science. Fischer, von Verschuer, and Rüdin’s international rep-
utations were no less important to Nazi officials than their numerous 
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racial science investigations.10 Once the deal was sealed with the German  
human geneticists, the relevant research institutes, national and interna-
tional professional conferences, and even high school biology classrooms 
served as intellectual resources for the Nazi state.

When National Socialist politics became a resource for the science of 
human heredity itself, more changed than research budgets. Nazi institu-
tions and programs related to the racial policy goals of the state altered 
research practice as well.11 This was especially true after the beginning 
of Germany’s “racial war.” As we have seen in chapters 2 and 3, in the 
context of the Third Reich, the sudden availability of a great reservoir of 
potential human subjects for research purposes provided a window of op-
portunity for some biomedical scientists who could otherwise never avail 
themselves of such prospects in the absence of a world war unleashed 
by Nazi Germany. We will recall that the potential human subjects were 
people who had been incarcerated in concentration camps, extermina-
tion camps, or “euthanasia” hospitals and stripped of all rights and dig-
nity because of Nazi racial policies.

A Constellation of Motivations

It is certainly not out of place at this juncture to speculate about the mo-
tivations that resulted in research transcending all ethical boundaries. In 
the introduction, it was suggested that unbridled research enthusiasm 
was frequently cited as the motivating force for the German human ge-
neticists’ actions. As this study has shown, this factor was surely at work. 
However, that there is no known case of such barbaric operations un-
dertaken on individuals who were not first deemed “barbaric,” “useless-
eaters,” “subhuman,” or “parasites” through Nazi racial policy rhetoric 
should give us pause to think. It is highly unlikely that unbridled research 
enthusiasm was the only motivation.

With respect to the above-mentioned statement, we might well ask 
whether the dehumanization process that was part and parcel of the pre- 
1945 international eugenics movement itself—a program predicated upon 
increasing the stock of “more valuable” and reducing or eliminating “less 
valuable” “hereditary material”—was not also responsible for the ensuing 
tragedy. Naturally, we must also consider career opportunism. We know, 
for example, that such motivation played a large role among “euthana-
sia” physicians in carrying out their tasks. It also helps explain why such 
a large portion of the German medical profession joined the Nazi Party.12 
One may also assume that ideological support for all Nazi racial policies 
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led German human geneticists to undertake such ethically compromis-
ing research. Although there is not a shred of doubt that there was a high 
level of ideological compatibility between the political outlook of our 
KWS directors and the Nazi worldview, there is no evidence to suggest 
that Fischer, von Verschuer, or Rüdin supported, let alone initiated, these 
killing projects. What is certain is that Rüdin (along with his student 
Deussen) and von Verschuer were willing to profit scientifically from a 
fait accompli. In other words, it appears that our German human geneti-
cists found enough common ground with the most extreme Nazi racial 
practices to enable them to utilize the new “fortuitous” circumstances  
that were presented to them during the war for their own professional 
ends without having to support them openly.

It seems probable that a constellation of such factors served as moti-
vating forces for those German human geneticists who transgressed all 
ethical boundaries in their scientific research. There are, however, two 
other considerations worth discussing at this point. We have mentioned 
on several occasions that the biomedical researchers under discussion 
would have never become accomplices or profiteers in mass murder in 
the absence of a Nazi-style “racial war.” Other studies have demonstrated 
that large segments of the German population during the late war years 
were affected by the general process of “moral numbing.” Just because 
our German human geneticists, and to a lesser degree high school biol-
ogy teachers, contributed to the brutality of the regime through their 
science or their pedagogy does not mean they cannot also have been mor-
ally dehumanized themselves.13

If we consider the notorious speech that Fischer held in Paris in late 
1941 where he all but denied that “Jewish Bolsheviks” were part of the 
human species, we can see this rhetorical brutalization at work. After the 
halt of Germany’s victory on the Eastern Front and in the midst of a con-
flict there that became more barbaric with each passing month, Hitler’s 
equation of Jews with Bolsheviks was certainly shared by German soldiers 
fighting in the Soviet Union.14 We can imagine how German propaganda 
at home bombarded “national comrades” with pronouncements regard-
ing the “Jewish Bolsheviks.” It seems likely that the internalization of 
such ubiquitous rhetoric might have further radicalized the nationalis-
tic Fischer—now a party member whose son was fighting in the Soviet 
Union15—who was certainly anti-Semitic to begin with.

Finally, we must take seriously the stepwise process of the radical-
ization of biomedical research and its application under the swastika as 
perhaps the most significant, if profane, of the factors at work.16 Such 
consideration is necessary if we not only wish to answer the question of 
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what caused some German human geneticists to cross the line of moral 
culpability during the war but also understand why these same individu-
als continued to work for the Nazis even after the true nature of the 
government was clear. As we have seen in the introduction, the German 
human geneticists at the focus of this study were not moral monsters in 
1933. Nor could they or anyone else have projected the “end game” of 
the what started out as a coalition between the National Conservatives 
and Nazis that was dedicated to the hereditary well-being of the German 
Volk. This was a government that was a welcome change to the social 
and financial chaos of the late Weimar Republic, not only for our human 
geneticists, but for a large percentage of the non-Jewish German popula-
tion. “Murderous science” was not yet in the cards.

If we once again take Fischer as an example, we will recall that in his 
first speech during the Third Reich, the Dahlem director articulated his 
views on race as he had done in the past. It probably did not occur to 
him that evening in the Harnack House that his scientific expertise on 
this question would not only be challenged but condemned by his new 
superiors. We have seen that it took him a while to recognize that he was 
no longer dealing with just any regime. He negotiated this new situation 
and placed his Institute in the service of the new order. He had also justi-
fied the existence of the renowned Dahlem research center during the 
Weimar Republic by promoting its service to the state. Genetic health 
and eugenics were also important to Weimar politicians.

We may well ask at what point did the compromises and accommoda-
tions made by Fischer with government officials during the early years of 
the Third Reich transcend the bounds of morality? When exactly did his 
government-sponsored research and teaching activities—tasks begun un-
der a democracy—turn criminal? Were Fischer and other German human 
geneticists aware of when they crossed the ethical point of no return? 
More significantly, after making the first concessions, would it have been 
possible for them to extricate themselves from their professional activi-
ties in 1941, 1938, or even 1934?

In psychology, the theory of cognitive dissonance maintains that 
individuals cannot hold contradictory ideas and thus avoid actions or 
behaviors that are at odds with their beliefs. They resist reflecting upon 
or considering anything that would make them uncomfortable. In other 
words, it is necessary to do everything possible to affirm the view or ac-
tion one has adopted and not allow cognitive contradictions to surface.17 
In this particular case, once our human geneticists identified themselves 
at some level with the Nazi regime they worked for, it became extremely 
difficult for them to call their position and actions into question. The 
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longer they held on to this Nazi worldview and their place within it, the 
harder it became for these human geneticists to adopt a critical stance 
against it. If they entertained any belief that would undermine their du-
ties as civil servants of the Third Reich dedicated to the genetic health 
of the Volk—for example, that it is un-Christian to work for a govern-
ment that commits physical violence against “respectable” German Jews 
(recall that Fischer, like most German conservative nationalists, made a 
distinction among Jews at the beginning of the Third Reich)—that belief 
might well be changed to conform to their duties as racial hygienic ex-
perts under the swastika. The avoidance of cognitive dissonance is a way 
for individuals to lead what for them is a normal life. It is certainly not 
limited to negotiating one’s way through the Third Reich.

Returning again to the stepwise nature of our German human geneti-
cists’ professional involvement in the Third Reich, it might be useful to  
turn our attention to a classic historical study. Forty-five years ago his-
torian William Sheridan Allen pointed out in The Nazi Seizure of Power 
that one of the main problems for the population of the northwest Ger-
man town of Northeim was that of perception; people saw one or an-
other side of National Socialism, “but none saw it in its full hideousness.” 
Earlier in his work, the author discussed why none of the Northeimers 
offered resistance to the new regime. The answer: what one act during 
the early months of the Third Reich could have turned Northeim from 
a democracy to a dictatorship? There was a series of semilegal actions 
that the Nazis implemented over a period of the first six months of the 
regime’s existence—none of which singly facilitated a dictatorial revolu-
tion—but the sum total of these transformed the town from a republic to 
a dictatorship. During the mature dictatorship, Allen argued, it was the 
Northeimers’ accommodation to the new realities of the Third Reich that 
was paramount for the state’s functioning. But their accommodation was 
predicated on a regime whose officials did not demand enthusiasm from 
the entire population.18

We may ask: what one act of accommodation made by our German 
human geneticists turned them from respectable scientists to morally 
culpable researchers? Like the Northeimers, Fischer, von Verschuer, and 
Rüdin might well have known at some point during the Third Reich that 
things had changed radically for them. But did they realize when and 
why? Did they not merely accommodate themselves, step by step, to the 
new political realities and do what they always did: secure money and  
subjects for their research? And did not the officials of the regime fre-
quently refuse to offer invitations to human geneticists for party meetings 
when enthusiasm, not professional accommodation, was demanded? Did 
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Nazi officials have to accept that the human geneticists could be pushed 
only so far? Yet, their step-by-step accommodations with the regime cer-
tainly worked to the full advantage of the National Socialist state. When 
Fischer held his talk at the Harnack House in February 1933, could he 
have imagined the nature of the speech he would give in occupied Paris 
nearly eight years later? There can be little doubt that his talk served the 
interest of the regime’s extermination policy.

As historian of biology Garland Allen has argued, there is an important 
lesson for us to learn from the actions of these German human geneticists. 
How many small compromises and concessions are we willing to make 
even today, Allen queried, “as budgets tighten, funding sources become 
reoriented (and perhaps not in directions a scientist [or scholar] would 
have chosen), and institutional or job-related expectations are changed? 
How many steps does it take to cross that fatal line?” Continuing in the 
same vein, Allen noted that “we humans are remarkably adaptable in 
many respects; but the most dangerous adaptations are those we do not 
consciously examine or that we try to deny.” German human geneti-
cists were probably “no more culpable for their accommodations to the 
new requirements placed before them than other members of society.” 
According to Allen, “those who went the farthest did so in a particular 
context and ended up crossing the boundary of moral culpability.” Need-
less to say, this in no way excuses or legitimizes these egregious ethical 
transgressions. It does, however, render them more human—perhaps all 
too human. Indeed, unless we are careful in considering our choices, we 
too can wind up on a path we may not wish to travel and find ourselves 
at a moral dead end.19

Although the Faustian bargain we have examined is a product of his-
torical contingency rather than inevitability, the sheer human suffer-
ing unleashed by this Nazi symbiosis should caution present and future 
researchers in human genetics to remain vigilant against wielding the 
“sword of [their] science” against human dignity. We threaten to inflict 
a terrible disservice to the countless victims of this deadly symbiosis if 
we do not.
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The subject matter of this book has preoccupied me for quite 
a long time. It would not be an exaggeration to say that I 
was already thinking about the relationship between hu-
man genetics and Nazi politics when I decided to write my 
dissertation on the origins of the German eugenics move-
ment during the Empire. Although I would have liked to 
jump into the “hotter topic” of biomedicine under National 
Socialism, I had a feeling more than twenty years ago that 
one could not adequately discuss the relationship between 
human heredity, German eugenics, and Nazi racial politics 
without understanding the early history of racial hygiene 
under the Empire and the Weimar Republic. Somewhat later,  
I recognized that the unholy trajectory that human heredity 
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bedded in a larger history: that of the international eugenics 
movement. As is often the case in academia, other scholars 
beat me to the punch. Not long after I published my revised 
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ics of Wilhelm Schallmayer (Berkeley and New York: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1987), several important books on 
the history of German biomedicine and eugenics in the first 
half of the twentieth century, including, of course, the Third 
Reich, were suddenly available. For years, I abandoned the 
hope of writing my own account, believing that it would 
be superfluous. Yet by the turn of the century, I realized 
that the available literature was, for one reason or another, 
not suitable to use in advanced upper-division undergradu-
ate courses in the history of science, Nazi history, or Holo-
caust history. More important, perhaps, these books did not  
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answer the query that has remained with me ever since the mid-1980s: 
what, if anything, was unique about human heredity and eugenics under 
the swastika? The present volume is the result of a pedagogical need and 
my lack of complete intellectual satisfaction with the existing literature. 
When, in 2002, one of my students got tired of my queries and criticisms 
of other readings on the topic, she said, “well, why don’t you write a book 
on it yourself.”

I still felt light-years away from such an undertaking until I received 
an offer, in spring 2001, to become part of the intellectual community of 
full-time and guest scholars working on the large, five-year Max Planck 
Society Presidential Committee established to investigate the Kaiser  
Wilhelm Society (KWS) during the National Socialist Era. Here is where 
my first thanks goes: Mark Walker persuaded me to apply for a fellowship 
for the summer of 2002 to work on a comparative institutional history 
of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Human Heredity, and 
Eugenics (KWIA) and two similar non-German research centers. In doing 
so, he changed my academic trajectory, and for that I will always be grate-
ful. I owe a debt of gratitude to the project manager at the time, Carola 
Sachse, for having the confidence in me to afford me a fellowship, as well 
as the two senior heads of the committee, Reinhard Rürup and Wolfgang 
Schieder. However, without the willingness of Garland Allen and Mark 
Adams—who agreed to put their vast knowledge of the American Eugen-
ics Record Office and the Maxim Gorky Institute for Medical Genetics, re-
spectively, to use for what would become a lengthy joint article—my long 
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much easier. I was also enriched by having had the opportunity to discuss 
my work with other guest fellows such as Helga Satzinger, Achim Trunk, 
and Richard Beyler.

By the end of my first summer in Berlin, the initial ideas for this book 
emerged, but it took an extraordinary incident to persuade me to bring 
the current volume into better focus. In the spring semester 2003, I of-
fered my upper-division course on Nazi Germany at Clarkson University. 
As Clarkson is a technological university with few history majors, even 
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students in so-called advanced courses frequently have little background 
coming into the seminar. In this particular class, however, I found an ex- 
ceptional student. A highly gifted mechanical engineering major, Thomas 
M. Berez, also happened to be a budding historian. He was so talented 
that when I read his first paper, I suggested that we do a book review 
together of Nicosia and Huener’s Medicine and Medical Ethics in Nazi Ger-
many, an edited collection of essays on biomedicine in the Third Reich 
that we were reading in class. It was subsequently published in Isis 94 
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more about history of science, he decided to consider seriously pursuing 
a career in this field, rather than in engineering. With such an unusual 
commitment from such an exceptionally talented and disciplined indi-
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perhaps	Michael	Neufeld’s	Von Braun: Dreamer of Space, Engineer of War	
(New	York:	Alfred	Knopf,	2007),	p.	5.
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anthropological	race)	was	in	the	interest	of	those	researchers	remaining	at	
their	posts	as	well	as	the	Nazi	regime.
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