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ABSTRACT
DESTRUCTION OF “UNWORTHY LIVES”: EUGENICS AND MEDICAL
DISCOURSE IN WEIMAR AND
THIRD REICH CINEMA

Patricia Bujnoch
University of Houston-Clear Lake, 2018

Thesis Chair: Barbara Hales

This project tracks the eugenic discourse of the 1920s through the Nazi era, and analyzes
the eugenic links within mainstream Weimar and Nazi films. This thesis argues that M
(1931), La Habanera (1937), and Ich Klage An (I Accuse) (1941) depict the “invisible
danger” of race and disease, thereby reflecting the eugenic concepts of the Weimar and
Nazi periods. Through an analysis of the eugenic links within each film presented here, |
demonstrate how exclusionary ideologies led to the destruction of “unworthy lives.” This
thesis begins with a discussion of the historical context of eugenics, illuminating the
historiography of eugenics, how it progressed, and how it connects to late Weimar and
Nazi films. An exploration of Lang’s M provides an example of nature over nurture and

how an identification of the “dangerous other” shapes a feeling of powerlessness in



Weimar, Germany. An analysis of La Habanera as a cautionary tales reveals a disease
narrative that connects to laws protecting the “purity” of German blood. An examination
of Ich Klage An illuminates a film that paves the way for the T-4 program, and later,
mass murder under the guise of war. This thesis builds on the extensive secondary
literature which documents the exclusionary measures and unprecedented scale of mass
murder under the authority of the Nazis (The Final Solution). The power of film in
Germany’s Weimar and Nazi eras surpassed a melodramatic escape. This thesis
highlights this underemphasized aspect in the historiography of the Hitler and the Nazi

regime: eugenic discourse and the power of film as propaganda to further Nazi goals.

Vi



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter Page
INTRODUCGTION: ..t oot e e re e e e e e rae e e abe e e eseeeanseeeanes 1
CHAPTER I: THE ORIGIN AND PROGRESSION OF EUGENICS .........ccoeoiieeie, 8

CHAPTER II: NATURE OVER NURTURE: WEIMAR EUGENICS AND FRITZ
LANG'S M (L931) 1.ooovveeeeeveeeeeeeeeeseeeeeeseesesesseseesseseessseesessesesesseseess s eessseeeesseeessssessenes 35

CHAPTER I111: BLOOD AND PURITY: THE DANGER OF MISCEGENATION IN
NAZI GERMANY AND SIRK'S LA HABANERA (1937) ...ooeoiiiiiicineieee e 63

CHAPTER IV: THE RATIONALIZATION OF MURDER: THE LEAP FROM
MERCY KILLING TO INVOLUNTARY TERMINATION OF LIFE AND

LIEBENEINER'S ICH KLAGE AN (I ACCUSE) (1941) ....ocoviiiiiiieieenreeee e 82
CONCLUSION ..ottt 108
BIBLIOGRAPHY ..ot 114

vii



INTRODUCTION

Our starting point is not the individual, and we do not subscribe to the view that
one should feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, or clothe the naked ... Our
objectives are entirely different. We must have a healthy people in order to prevail in the
world.

-Joseph Goebbels, 1938 Nazi Party Rally*

Between 1933 and 1945, the Nazi regime, under Adolf Hitler, promoted German
nationalism by focusing on a vision of health, strength, and ethnic homogeneity.
According to Nazi ideology, Germans had to be cognizant of the purity? and sanctity of
German blood. German blood, namely that of Aryan, non-Jewish citizens, was
considered superior in Nazi thought and therefore, anyone outside of this “true” German
ethnicity threatened the well-being of Germany. Not only did the Nazis promote their
definition of pure health and German blood as necessary to a successful Germany, but
they targeted those perceived as threats or who embodied anything less than ideal health.
Joseph Goebbels, in his role as Propaganda Minister of the Nazi party, sharpened these
philosophies of exclusion and caution. It was not enough to promote the health of the
individual German, but to foster these notions on larger scales. At a 1938 Nazi party
rally, Goebbels implied that Germans should ignore the plight of the suffering and instead
focus on the bigger picture; citizens should subscribe to a larger objective that placed
Germany on a more prominent stage. Goebbels’ precise words (above) concerning

feeding and clothing the hungry, thirsty, and naked people shed light on an important

1 Susan Bachrach, “Introduction,” In Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race, edited by Dieter
Kuntz, 8. U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004.

2 In this chapter and throughout this paper, words such as “pure, sanctity/sacred, and clean,” will
be used in their historical context to describe German blood through the perspective of Nazi ideology. I,
however, do not endorse Nazi or racist ideology or thought.



historical context that is often overlooked or underemphasized in the historiography of
the Nazi regime, from Hitler’s rise to power to the Final Solution: eugenic discourse.

The notion of nature versus nurture was at the center of Goebbels' message.
Helping the weak survive was counterproductive. Instead, the Nazi party focused on a
good health—as in the physically and mentally strong. Consequently, they identified,
defined, and then excluded those not deemed appropriate for the picture of German purity
and health. Blindness, deafness, epilepsy, physical deformations, and alcoholism did not
fit the picture of physical and mental strength or good health. The demarcation between
health and sickness came down to bloodlines for the Nazis.

Goebbels’ focus on healthy, productive people planted a seed in the minds of
citizens that grew into a culture of fear. In charge of propaganda, Goebbels utilized
different media to nurture an awareness of the other. Film was an essential tool for
broadcasting Nazi ideology and cultivating the fear of the other. As “audiovisual
machinery,” film played a vital role in furthering Nazi policies and objectives.® As
Rentschler notes, Hitler and Goebbels knew the power of film in “mobilizing emotions
and immobilizing minds” with captivating images.* Words and images were used as
vehicles to move racial ideology forward.

While the historiography of the Third Reich is well documented, there are certain
aspects that remain underemphasized. One example is mainstream Weimar and Nazi
eugenic cinema. This project analyzes the role of mainstream cinema as a window into
the prevalent eugenic discourse of the late-Weimar and Nazi eras. The focus of this
analysis will be dramatic films that functioned simultaneously as entertainment and

propaganda for the German audience. With race and disease blended into melodramatic

3 Eric Rentschler, The Ministry of Illusion: Nazi Cinema and Its Afterlife (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2002), 1.
4 Ibid.



narrative, the films are not outwardly propaganda pieces, but nonetheless each heightens
a sense of the impending “dangers” of unchecked diseases. Consequently, eugenic policy
is embedded into mainstream cinema of these eras: identification, classification, and
elimination of tainted heredities in the name of racial hygiene as a social responsibility.
Three films that illustrate this genetics discussion are M (1931), La Habanera (1937) and
Ich Klage An (I Accuse, 1941) as each echoes a different facet of the eugenic dialogue
from psychosis to miscegenation to extermination. Fritz Lang’s M correlates with Mein
Kampf as it underscores nature over nurture and defines “the other” in the late-Weimar
period. La Habanera connects with the Marriage Law of 1935 and the “undesired” nature
of miscegenation in Germany. Lastly, Ich Klage An (I Accuse) relates to the T-4 program
and the decision to get rid of “undesirables” under the cover of World War I1. Each
narrative reflects and comments on an aspect of so-called disease that relates to socio-
political issues (criminality, poverty, and disease) facing the public eye in Weimar and
Nazi Germany. While socio-political initiatives were advocated throughout the Weimar
and Nazi periods, eugenic policies were State mandated in Nazi Germany. Eugenic policy
was defined by the concept of “Life Unworthy of Life,” as discussed by historian James
M. Glass. In 1920, Karl Binding and Alfred Hoche argued this concept in Permitting the
Destruction of Unworthy Life, with “unworthy life”” defined as those who are mentally ill
and terminally sick. Binding and Hoche maintained such lives were costly to the public
and degraded society financially and genetically. Thus, “unworthy lives” should be
destroyed and prevented from spreading further genetic harm.® This degraded perception

set up a contrast between the self and the other in Nazi Germany.

>James Glass, Life Unworthy of Life: Racial Phobia and Mass Murder in Hitler’s Germany (New
York: Basic Books, 1997), 5. As Glass notes, this degraded perception of the other in Nazi Germany begins
with the exclusionary laws of the early thirties and ultimately ends in the Final Solution.



The difference between a worthy and unworthy life was defined in early Nazi
Germany exclusionary policies. The policies enabled the labeling of others for political
and social purposes. Sander L. Gilman notes that stereotypes are created as “we create
images of things we fear or glorify. These images never remain abstractions: we
understand them as real-world entities. We assign them labels that serve to set them apart
from ourselves.”® The concept applied in Nazi Germany through identifying, excluding,
and terminating those perceived as unworthy of living. In this process, health is visible
and illness invisible. The on-screen image of “good” and bad”, health versus illness,
emphasizes real-life fears of the other and shapes a positive attitude toward exclusion. |
will argue that M, La Habanera, and Ich Klage An (I Accuse) depict the “invisible
danger” of race and disease, thereby reflecting the eugenic ideas of the Weimar and Nazi
periods. By tracking the eugenic dialogue of the 1920s through the Nazi era, and then
analyzing the eugenic links within each film discussed here, 1 will demonstrate how
exclusionary ideologies led to the destruction of “unworthy” lives.

This project begins with a discussion of the historical context of eugenics in
chapter I, revealing the historiography of eugenics, how it gained traction, and how it
relates to late-Weimar and Nazi films. This section will also discuss the views of Erwin
Baur, Eugen Fischer, and Fritz Lenz on heredity and race, including Human Heredity
(1931). Early discourse provides for government policy and social decisions in Weimar
and Nazi Germany.

Chapter Il explores Lang’s M as an example of nature over nurture within
Weimar, Germany. This chapter will also discuss how a dangerous individual, like

Beckert, the character in M, causes a feeling of “powerlessness” in Weimar.

6 Sander L. Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and Madness (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1985), 19.



Furthermore, this section will cover Schrianker’s reasoning for excluding Beckert from
society; the criminal’s exclusion works in conjunction with Hitler’s race argument in
Mein Kampf concerning the exclusion and eventual elimination of the other. This
discourse analyzes how the science of eugenics, as well as the perception of the self and
the other define who is to be excluded and why. The discussion will also include sources
such as Ernst Simmel’s “War Neuroses and ‘Psychic Trauma’” (1918), the prominent
work of Cesar Lombroso, including Criminal Man (1911), Sexual Murder (1922) by Otto
Dix, and All Quiet on the Western Front (1929) by Erich Maria Remarque. An
examination of the topicality of the film in relation to social instability, economic
hardships, and crime in the Weimar Republic, as well as the consequent emphasis on
reproduction policy, underscores the nature over nurture argument.

Chapter 111 analyzes La Habanera and Reichsgesetzblatt | (Law for the Protection
of German Blood and Honor, 15 September 1935). In the film, a Swedish woman, Astree,
meets and quickly marries a suave Puerto Rican man (Don Pedro), and so begins a
seemingly blissful tropical island life together. There is an attraction between the
characters pulling Astree toward Don Pedro, and then away from her homeland to the
island life. This attraction fades, however, as the characters’ cultural differences come
between them; more pressing, though, is the disease that infiltrates the island.” A disease
narrative is one of several ways Detlef Sirk’s film functions as a cautionary anecdote; the
use of fever/disease as a metaphor for the danger of intermarriage brings to mind the
lurking danger within the other. La Habanera thus serves as propaganda, emphasizing the
importance of the 1935 Marriage Law reflecting the stark contrast of a Swedish woman,

glowing with “purity”, and her son, who may mirror her image, but shares the blood of

7 La Habanera, Directed by Douglas Sirk, (1937), DVD (Kino on Video, 2004).



Don Pedro.® The racial situation between Sirk’s characters is a key subtext of the law;
mixing of blood equates to purity lost and the film accentuates this theory, in part, by
reflecting the unavoidable health consequences of a mixed marriage. Therefore, La
Habanera (1937) works in tandem with the 1935 Marriage Law as a visually appealing
companion to deliver the warning message to viewers of the Third Reich.

Finally, chapter IV covers the leap from Euthanasia to involuntary termination, or
“life unworthy of life” as deemed fit by the state. Ich Klage an (I Accuse) introduces the
idea of “mercy killing” as humane when a researcher seeks an end to his wife’s agony,
who suffers from multiple sclerosis, with a lethal dose of medicine.® The onscreen
transformation of two doctors, one who “saves” his wife from further pain and suffering
through over-medication, and the other who questions the morality of the situation, but
later changes his position, underscores the acceptance of Euthanasia in the film. Unlike
other propaganda films of the era that portray an evil “other”, such as Veit Harlan’s Jud
Suss, Ich Klage an presents a different context by which to rationalize murder. This
discussion also examines how this film paves the way for the T-4 program, and later,
mass murder under the guise of war. Aside from Ich Klage an, the primary sources for
this chapter include Karl Binding, document “716,” in Nazism 1919-1945, Volume 3, as
well as Binding and Alfred Hoche’s Permitting the Destruction of Unworthy Life, 1920.
Taken together, these sources illustrate the formulation of a Euthanasia policy that
sprouted from ending suffering of terminally ill, to defining and destroying “life

unworthy of life.”

8 la Habanera, 1937.
91 Accuse (Ich Klage an),directed by Wolfgang Liebeneiner (1941), DVD (International Historic
Films, 2008).



The exclusionary measures and unprecedented scale of mass murder at the hands
of the Nazis (The Final Solution) is well documented in secondary literature. For
example, Nazis were not the first to make “nature versus nurture” a priority in social and
political policies. Goebbels’ stated objectives in 1938 were strikingly similar to eugenic
goals in place in Western countries, like America, well before the Nazis took power.
Human heredity, and its implications, was an integral part of the link between science and
politics. Accordingly, scientists and politicians were able to work intricately, especially in
the twentieth century, to further each other’s causes while pointing to the quality of
human “stock” as something that either builds up or tears down society.® This
collaboration was evident in governmental actions such as targeted reproduction and
sterilization policies that preceded the Nazi regime.

Weimar and Nazi cinema were melodramatic distractions on the surface, but the
narratives within M (1931), La Habanera (1937), and Ich Klage An (I Accuse) (1941)
connected to shifting public perceptions on deeper social and political levels. Glass notes
that Nazi cinema used the “power of phobia” and “psychological dynamics” to promote
certain attitudes toward “an object regarded as a lethal source of racial poisoning.”*?
Likewise, historian Andrew G. Bonnell discusses how Nazi cinema, when viewed in light
of Nazi gender roles, nationalism initiatives, and racial health policies, film acted as the
ultimate publicity—propaganda in disguise.'? The power of film was harnessed in

Germany’s Weimar and Nazi eras—and that power went beyond a melodramatic escape.

10 peter Weingart, “German Eugenics Between Science and Politics.” Osiris 5, (January 1989):
260-282. Historical Abstracts with Full Text, EBSCOhost (accessed July 29, 2014).

11 Glass, 5.

12 Andrew G. Bonnell, "Melodrama for the Master Race: Two Films by Detlef Sierck (Douglas
Sirk),"Film History 10, no. 2 (1998): 213.



CHAPTER I: THE ORIGINS AND PROGESSION OF EUGENICS

“The history of Eugenics is one of a reciprocal involvement of science and
politics. Simply put, that history can be characterized as beginning with two scientific
theories, evolutionary theory and its complement, the theory of human heredity.”*3

The timeline of eugenics reveals an enduring relationship between science and
politics. Rooted in the idea of “improving” humanity, eugenics served the purpose of
addressing a “decline” of humankind. The eugenic discourse highlighted physical and
mental attributes among human beings in the process of creating and maintaining a
superior lineage. This discussion focuses on how to replicate the best of humanity, which,
by the Nazi period, transformed into creating a “master race.” How “the best” was
defined will be explored later in this chapter. The eugenic discourse did not exist or
develop on its own. This discourse was intricately involved with politics. As Peter
Weingart notes, eugenic theories “helped to create or crystallize concerns about the
hereditary quality of the human stock.”* Furthermore, the relationship between eugenic
movements and government was a mutual one. Weingart adds that “scientists used
eugenics as a vehicle for their political convictions and social biases, just as politicians
used its scientific framework, sketchy as it was, to advance their particular causes.”*® The
blurred line between science and politics resulted in a heightened awareness of human
heredity, which led to a state focus on reproduction. With government authority, eugenics

helped shape social policies, including ideas on reproduction.

13peter Weingart. 1989. “German Eugenics Between Science and Politics”. Osiris 5, (January
1989): 260-282. Historical Abstracts with Full Text, EBSCOhost (accessed July 29, 2014). Weingart is a
German Professor emeritus of Sociology, Sociology of Science and Science Policy from the Bielefeld
University. His research and publications focus on topics of science and the media, including public
knowledge of science, and discourses of politics, science, and the media.

14 1bid., 260.

15 Ibid., 260. While Weingart wrote specifically about German Eugenics, the reciprocal
relationship between science and politics was present in other countries as well, including the United
States.



While the concept of eugenics most notably emerged in the late nineteenth
century, the idea of targeted reproduction was not new. As Calum MacKellar and
Christopher Bechtel discuss, an awareness of careful reproduction dates back to at least
the Greek philosopher, Plato (427 BCE-327 BCE).® Through the voice of Socrates, Plato
likened humans and animals with concern to breeding; he observed that hunting dogs are
bred with the goal of nobility in mind. If one wanted to continue the highest standard of
animal, then the “best of the best” must be paired. Otherwise, a degradation of the hunter
species would occur. This argument was essential to the eugenic philosophies that
emerged in the late nineteenth century. MacKellar and Bechtel also point out another
facet of eugenic movements that can be compared to ancient times: “Even prior to Plato,
the ancient city of Sparta had, allegedly, developed radical eugenic policies. It reportedly
practiced a form of physical selection by leaving babies outside city borders to test their
strength. Those who were too weak then died of exposure.” *” A governmental body, as in
this example with Sparta, experimenting with its citizens’ strength is another important
piece of the eugenic historiography. Eugenics movements and governments had a
reciprocal relationship. One reason for such cooperation was to urge changes in social
policies caused a “decline in civilization.” Social policies that were of concern to eugenic
policies were those that perpetuated the survival of the weak. In this regard, eugenics

emphasized weak links in society, like the sick, poor, or handicapped. Reproduction of

16 Calum MacKellar and Christopher Bechtel, The Ethics of the New Eugenics (New York:
Berghahn Books, 2014), 15. MacKellar, PhD, is Director of Research of the Scottish Council on Human
Bioethics in Edinburgh UK, and visiting Professor of Bioethics at St Mary’s University College, London, UK.
Bechtel is a Research Fellow with the Scottish Council on Human Bioethics, Edinburgh.

17 1bid., 15.



weaker people worked against the notion of improving humanity. Likewise, social
policies that enabled the weak to survive (providing sustenance, medicine, and support)
interfered with the evolutionary survival theory behind eugenics. As will be discussed in
this chapter, the connection between government and science appeared in multiple
countries, including the United States, Germany, and the United Kingdom. Through an
analysis of the eugenic movements that began before the turn of the twentieth century,
this chapter will cover a progression of eugenic theory and its central influencers, such as
R.L. Dugdale, Francis Galton, Alfred Ploetz, and Charles Davenport.'® Analyzing the
origins and growth of eugenic science in this way will reveal a historical context for
eugenics in Weimar and Nazi era governments. Consequently, this narrative will reflect

the relationship between science and politics and the power wielded through this link.

When one thinks of a government aspiring to mold a population that embodies
strength and health, Nazi Germany likely comes to mind. However, creating a master
race was not purely a Nazi-era idea: “Eugenics targeted mankind, so of course its scope
was global...forced sterilization laws and regimens took root on every continent.”*® A
mix of science and politics within twentieth century eugenic discourse provided an
authoritative voice not only to Germany’s Race Hygiene movement, but other countries
as well, including the United States. Sterilization laws and regimens existed in America
long before Hitler took power: “Throughout the first six decades of the twentieth century,

hundreds of thousands of Americans and untold others were not permitted to continue

18 Dugdale, Galton, Ploetz, and Davenport each contributed to and influenced eugenic thought in
similar and yet distinct ways—from criminal research, to practicing medicine, working as biologists,
leading eugenics groups, and coining eugenic terms such as “Race Hygiene.” Their specific influences will
be further discussed in the coming chapters.

19 Edwin Black, War Against the Weak: Eugenics and America’s Campaign to Create a Master
Race (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 2003), xvi.

10



their families by reproducing.”?® Targeting the “unfit” for forced sterilizations, and
preventing their marriage, was the focus of the American eugenics movement.
Identifying people unfit for reproduction meant analyzing genetics to determine a
person’s inherent societal value or detriment; this effort took shape just before the turn of
the century. As an industrialized society moved from rural to urban life, social and
economic differences became more apparent and criminal activity amplified. It is at this
point where science became notably linked with crime and class issues. In 1875, R. L.
Dugdale issued a report to the Prison Association of New York that detailed links
between heredity, environment and crime.?! Dugdale’s study began with six people of a
shared ancestry: “These six persons belonged to a long lineage, reaching back to the early
colonists, and had intermarried so slightly with the emigrant population of the old world
that they may be called a strictly American family.”?? This family did not all share the
same surname, but were collectively referred to as the Jukes. The Jukes’ reputation with
the community was not favorable. Dugdale noted that of the “twenty-nine males...the
immediate blood relations of these six persons, seventeen of them were criminals, or
fifty-eight percent; while fifteen were convicted of some degree of offense, and received
seventy-one years of sentence.” The crimes of this group varied and included theft,
forgery, murder, animal cruelty, assault and battery, and rape.? Dugdale illustrates

detailed statistics of the family’s crimes, with a comparison of Juke blood relations with

20 |bid., xv.

21 “Controlling Heredity: The American Eugenics Crusade: 1870-1940: Robert Dugdale’s The
Jukes,” University of Missouri, Special Collections, last modified March 16, 2012, accessed January 19,
2016, https://library.missouri.edu/exhibits/eugenics/dugdale_jukes.htm. Dugdale was a stenographer
and a member of the Prison Association of New York. Note: Dugdale’s first name is listed as “Robert” on
this site as well as in the fourth edition of The Jukes. It is listed as “Richard” or “R.L.” in the fifth edition.

22 R, L. Dugdale, The Jukes: A Study in Crime, Pauperism, Disease and Heredity (New York: G.P.
Putnam’s Sons, The Knickerbocker Press, 1895), 7-8.

2 |bid., 8.

11



that of those related by marriage or cohabitation.?* In an introduction to Dugdale’s book,
Dr. Gerald W. Lynch, professor and former president of John Jay College of Criminal
Justice, notes that the importance of this body of work “rests in its pioneering effort to
gather sociological and demographic data objectively and to trace comprehensively...the
effect of heredity and environment on the actions and lives of hundreds of individuals.”?
Thus, Dugdale’s effort in collecting family history steeped in criminality was a
significant point in the eugenics timeline—essentially, this information helped initiate a
dialogue about race/class improvement. The origins and progression of eugenics
therefore begins with acknowledging the influence of the American Eugenics Movement,
including Dugdale’s contribution. With that, there is an underlying structure that becomes
visible when tracking the U.S. roots of the eugenics discourse. Viewing this juxtaposition
of Western Eugenics and Race Hygiene in Germany is essential as an illustration of the
importance of the eugenic connections between these two facets and the building of a
scientific authority.

The notion that physical, mental, and moral qualities were inherited has existed
for centuries; however, using that information as a measure of promoting race
improvement was uncommon.?® This concept of using genetics to improve the “health” of
a nation was furthered by Francis Galton. In 1883, Galton, a British naturalist and cousin

of Charles Darwin, coined the word “eugenics”—using the Greek root meaning “good in

24 |bid., 9. See Table I. Dugdale detailed the crime statistics of the “lllegitimate Branch of Ada
Juke” in which he compared the total number adults, females, males, male criminals, and male convicted
criminals. He marked blood relations as “Juke blood” and marriage relations as “x blood”.

25 Dugdale, Introduction to the New Edition of The Jukes. The introduction was written by Dr.
Gerald W. Lynch, former president of John Jay College of Criminal Justice. Before becoming president of
this institution, Lynch was a professor as well as Dean of Students. Daniel E. Slotnik, “Gerald W. Lynch,
Who Fought to Save John Jay College, Dies at 76,” The New York Times, April 17, 2013, accessed
December 27, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/18/nyregion/gerald-w-lynch-john-jay-college-
administrator-dies-at-76.html.

26 Ruth Clifford Engs, The Eugenics Movement: An Encyclopedia (Westport, Conneticut:
Greenwood Press, 2005), xiii.

12



birth” or “noble heredity.”?’ He likened the cautious selection of marriage partners (over
several generations) with the theory of evolution. Galton investigated the history of
human ability and how it could affect future generations.? His studies were based on the
premise that the reputation of a successful person was an indicator of hereditary
superiority. Historian Daniel J. Kevles notes, however, that Galton’s theory was
“seriously flawed” because it lacked consideration of social factors (negative or positive)
that may have affected human ability. Nonetheless, Galton’s work was part of a growing
body of eugenic concepts. Galton drew upon the work of his cousin (Darwin’s Origin)
and, referring to evolution, proposed how eugenics was an accelerator that would “breed
out the vestigial barbarism of the human race and manipulate evolution” in order to bring
man and his “advanced moral ideals” together.?® Though not experienced or trained as a
mathematician or scientist, Galton was an amateur scientist with interests in geography,
heredity, and psychology.*° Stefan Kiihl, Professor of Sociology at the University of
Bielefeld, Germany, notes that amateur scientists like Galton were part of a “class-
connected” style of life among British elite who conducted research in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.3! Galton’s research accomplishments included the revelation of twin
studies and the uniqueness of fingerprints. Ultimately, his vast array of interests resulted
in a sharpened definition of heredity in the late nineteenth century by showing the

quantifiable connections between generations. 2

27 Daniel J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985), Preface.

28 |bid., 4-5. Kevles also comments on problems with Galton’s calculations and the rigor of his
studies.

29 Kevles, 12.

30 Stefan Kuhl, For the Betterment of the Race: The Rise and Fall of the International Movement
for Eugenics and Racial Hygiene (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 11.

31 1bid., 11. Kiihl also notes that Galton was wealthy, and therefore financed his own work.

32 Kevles, 18.

13



Though Galton initially wanted to keep the “activist circle of eugenics” in Great
Britain, his work had a growing international influence. Agricultural-to-industrial shifts
in society resulted in class tensions in Great Britain, Germany, and, as discussed
previously, the United States. Eugenic societies developed rapidly by the beginning of the
twentieth century and ideas flowed between the various eugenics circles.*® Social
Darwinism, the idea of industrial-related social problems as an evolutionary struggle for
existence, was a common theme among the upper class. Kihl notes that industrial elites
such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller used Darwin’s “evolutionary struggle”
theory to “justify growing social problems in industrial societies” as nature’s way.3* The
simplistic solution of Social Darwinism was short lived, however, as the downtrodden
only sunk lower into despair and economic situations worsened. At this point, Galton’s
theories of an “accelerated evolution” of humanity gained influence. In light of the failed
theory of Social Darwinism, a different philosophy emerged: the degeneration of
humanity was enabled with the use of hygiene, medicine, and social policies that were
not “blessings, but rather dangerous enemies of human progress.”3® Progress was the
approach of eugenics toward the end of the nineteenth century and therefore, this
movement continued to act as an authoritative voice in social issues and government
policies.

Progress, for the pre-Hitler German race hygiene movement, meant making the

best use of “human resources.” In this way, Germany’s race hygiene program was not so

3 Kuhl, 12.
% 1bid., 13.
% bid., 13.
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different from other countries experimenting with eugenics. Weiss discusses the
similarities between German and other Western eugenic movements and described how
Germany promoted fitness as a class problem: social categories were emphasized over
racial classifications. The goal was to eliminate “the army of the unfit— fitness being
defined in terms of social and cultural productivity.”3® Thus Social Darwinism was a
common thread between the eugenic movements in the late nineteenth-century. The
context in which German Social Darwinism existed differed somewhat from America’s
perspective; Robert N. Proctor notes that Germany’s lack of foreign colonies after World
War I, and a “polarizing” political struggle contributed to unstable circumstances,
explaining Germany’s lack of faith in the “automatic or inevitable nature of evolution.”*’
Furthermore, as Germany transformed from a rural to urban nation, troubles arose
between the middle and upper class societies: “The industrialization and urbanization
process, expeditious and thorough as it was, produced profound changes in the social and
economic structure of the young Reich, engendering a myriad of serious social tensions
and problems.”3 Although Germany faced the same type of “urbanization” struggles as
other countries, there was a difference in perspective. Whereas American counterparts
initially took a “hands-off” approach by waiting for “nature’s evolution” to propel elite
groups of people toward a superior race, Germany adopted a somewhat interventionist

attitude. German Social Darwinists consequently focused on “state intervention” to stop a

36 Sheila Faith Weiss, "The Race Hygiene Movement in Germany," Osiris 3, 195. Historical
Abstracts with Full Text, EBSCOhost (accessed July 29, 2014).

37 Robert N. Proctor, Racial Hygiene: Medicine Under the Nazis (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1988), 14.

38 Sheila Faith Weiss, "The Race Hygiene Movement in Germany," Osiris 3, 196. Historical
Abstracts with Full Text, EBSCOhost (accessed July 29, 2014).
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perceived degeneration of mankind.3® Proctor discusses the fears behind this urgency:
first, “medical care for the weak had begun to destroy the natural struggle for existence;
second, the poor and misfits of the world were beginning to multiply faster than the
talented and fit.” This notion of perpetuating a “weaker class” with medical care and
unrestricted reproduction also surfaced in the wake of World War I, to be discussed later
in this chapter.

With a fear of the “unfit” on the rise, the German eugenics movement began to
take shape. Alfred Ploetz (1860-1940) played a major part of this movement, prioritizing
the health of the race over the individual and creating the term Rassenhygiene, or “Race
Hygiene.” In 1895, Ploetz cautioned against a social “counterselection” process that
occurred in war and by providing for the ill or lesser classes.*® Ultimately, Ploetz
proposed an idealistic society—one immune from the negative pull of lower classes. As
Weiss discusses, Ploetz emphasized how the state’s efforts to expand the social net risked
the “overall biological fitness of its citizens” because it helped the weak to survive.*t A
focus on the biological health of humanity shaped his Rassenhygiene goal of achieving a
“cultural race par excellence.”*? The superior culture Ploetz imagined was tremendously

Aryan in composition as noted by Weiss. Overall, racial hygiene, according to Ploetz,

39 proctor, 14.

40 Proctor, 15.

41 Weiss, 201. His ideas were influenced, in part, by his experiences in the United States. Initially
interested in economics and socialism, he went to lowa to study a “utopian” community. Afterward, he
moved into medical studies in Zurich, and then began a medical practice in Massachusetts. Ultimately, he
was frustrated with the “limitations of therapeutic medicine,” as Weiss notes, and dedicated his time to
eugenics.

42 Weiss, 202. Weiss notes that Ploetz’ pro-Semitic writing in Die Tiichtigkeit unsrer Rasse was a
response to an increasing anti-Semitic rhetoric. Ploetz also equated Jews and Aryans in terms of cultural
value.
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was not about one particular race, but about “the prevention and conquest of diseases
afflicting the entire human race,” diseases from which all races might suffer similarly.*®
Ploetz’s focus on racial hygiene eventually narrowed into a study of alcoholism
as a disease. In “The Influence of Alcohol upon the Race,” Ploetz viewed alcohol “as a
poison not only for the individual, but for the race.”** Ploetz warned of the “injuries” of
alcohol that seep from one generation to the next. Specifically, he discussed how alcohol,
whether in moderation or excess, plays a role in race degeneration. With race
improvement as the subtext, Ploetz explained that consumption of alcohol resulted in a
mix of genetic damages, covering the spectrum from physical ailments to mental
weaknesses, and criminal tendencies. The injuries caused by alcoholism extend beyond
the individual as a result of increased reproduction (higher number of births versus deaths
among alcohol drinkers), but also because of “unproductive” spending and work habits.*°
Thus, alcohol use increased conflict between individuals and decreased the overall
efficiency of society. Ploetz used Dugdale’s study of the Jukes as an example of a family
adversely affected but not eliminated by alcohol, even after generations of
“degeneracy.”*® Consequently, he argued for an abolition of drinking in the name of race
integrity. There was also another issue, eliminating and preventing the reproduction of
those individuals deemed “unfit” (such as the Jukes). Ploetz recommended preventing

those who are physically afflicted by alcohol from marrying or reproducing. By “simply

43 Proctor, 21.

44 Alfred J. Ploetz, The Influence of Alcohol Upon the Race, (Westerville, Ohio: American Issue
Publishing Company, 1907), 21.

4> Ploetz, 14. Ploetz used Dugdale’s study of the Jukes as an example of a family that adversely
affected by alcohol, but not eliminated by alcohol use, even after generations of “degeneracy.”

46 Ploetz, 18. Ploetz noted that descendants of a “drunken fisher and hunter” amounted to over
1,200 people who were “shockingly degenerate, particularly in morals.”
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withdrawing them from the racial process” one could improve the future of racial
integrity. Identifying and suppressing the reproduction of “mentally defectives” was also
a consideration of Ploetz. He mentioned the segregation of mental defectives, in part by
preventing the marriage to criminals and mentally unsound people. Ploetz also urged
women to be cautious and suggested a “sharpening of perception in sexual selection” in
order to maintain and improve the racial stock.*’ In all, Ploetz’ racial hygiene goals were
focused on fixing the ways in which society was harming itself (wars, welfare, and
alcoholism) and, by extension, the human race.

As Ploetz’ Rassenhygiene was taking shape in Germany, the concept of eugenics
also gained momentum in early twentieth-century America. American eugenics was
influenced by Charles Davenport (1866-1944), a Harvard-educated biologist. He is
credited with introducing biometrics (the use of statistics with biology) and science in the
United States.*® Davenport led the “anti-speculative” faction of biologists who called for
genetic experimentation in America.*® Davenport’s focus was on gathering family data
(volunteered information), which he solicited from various institutions—medical, mental,
and educational—using a “Family Records” form.*® The mix of government funding and

scientific research under the direction of Davenport represented a turning point in the

47 Ploetz, 20.

48 Engs, 40. It is important to note this American aspect of eugenics because of the innovation in
biology.

49 Kevles, 44-45. Davenport convinced the Carnegie Institution of Washington to create “The
Station for Experimental Evolution” in 1903, where he served as director until his retirement in 1934. See
“Eugenics Seeks to Improve the Natural, Physical, Mental and Temperamental Qualities of the Human
Family,” (1927) Eugenics Record Office, Eugenics Goals and Education, American Philosophical Society, in
the Eugenics Archive, accessed January 24, 2016,
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/html/eugenics/index2.htm|?tag=1073.

>0 Kevles, 44-46. Kevles mentions that the Station’s budget in 1906 was twenty-one thousand

dollars.
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Western eugenics movement in the early twentieth century. This crossroads of
government and science is significant because it represents the establishment of the field
of biology as a “social weapon,”>! and solidified a scientific base for eugenic concepts.
Government involvement legitimized the scientific authority of eugenics, especially with
the biological door opened by Davenport. Further, the mingling of science, government,
and eugenics placed the Eugenics Movement on an international stage: The first
International Eugenics Congress, held in London in 1912, stated that “its duty was to
convince the public that the study of eugenics was one of the greatest and most pressing
necessities of our day.”%?

Building on the growing acceptance of eugenic ideas and strengthening the
scientific authority of eugenics thus became a focal point of eugenicists at the start of the
twentieth century. There was also an emphasis within the eugenic movement to unite
Britain, France, Germany, and the United States in order to create a “universal peace”
among the “purest and most gifted races.”® Discord in Europe, however, worked against
the eugenic cause. To the dismay of eugenicists, the effects of World War | altered the
dialogue of the eugenic movement. According to eugenicists, the people most suited to
fight in the war were being sent off to do just that—and they were either being killed in
battle or they returned home disabled or damaged in some way. To better understand how

deeply this scenario influenced the eugenic movement, consider the goal of eugenics,

51 Proctor, 3. Proctor notes that “in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, biology continues to
serve as a social weapon, providing a set of tools and arguments that allow either the direct control of
populations” or “indirect control by reinforcing particular visions of the proper social order.”

52 “First International Eugenics Congress.” British Medical Journal 2.2692 (1912): 254. Accessed
February 6, 2016. http://www.ncbi.nIm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2334093/?page=2

53 Kevles, 31.
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namely the desire to improve the “human family” by promoting the desirable qualities or
“good stock” and eliminating undesirable qualities and conditions of humankind.>* This
objective was furthered from both positive and negative eugenics: positive eugenics
promoted the marriage and reproduction of the most fit of human beings, while negative
eugenics prevented “mentally defective, feebleminded, hereditarily insane, and habitual
criminals” from reproducing.® Either way, the focus was on educating people to
encourage a consideration or responsibility for the “healthfulness of succeeding
generations.”®® Thus, World War I created an issue for the “health” of succeeding
generations (and positive eugenics) because soldiers were dying or being disabled at high
rates.

With the destructive effects of World War | in mind, an emphasis on the
“unnatural” effect of war on the gene pool became part of the eugenic dialogue. Kiihl
discusses the war and how Vernon Kellogg, a Stanford University professor and leader
among American eugenicists, argued that “modern wars are deep down ‘unnatural’” and
“there could hardly be a greater obstacle to ‘progress in human evolution’ than wars.”
Furthermore, Kiihl mentions David Starr Jordan, Kellogg’s colleague, who noted that war
meant an “unavoidable deterioration of heredity material.” As Kiihl discusses, the strong

individuals “would be killed or wounded” and thus not reproduce, whereas the “weak

54 “Eugenics Seeks to Improve the Natural, Physical, Mental and Temperamental Qualities of the
Human Family,” (1927) Eugenics Record Office, Eugenics Goals and Education, American Philosophical
Society, in the Eugenics Archive, accessed January 24, 2016,
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/html/eugenics/index2.htmI?tag=1073.

3> “State Criteria for Legal Eugenical Sterilization,” (1935), in the Harry H. Laughlin Papers,
Truman State University, accessed January 24, 2016,
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/html/eugenics/static/images/948.html.
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survivors” stay behind and “visibly reproduce.”®” While not all eugenicists were
categorized as anti-war, there was clearly a shared notion about the contradiction of
modern war and eugenic goals.% Thus, as defined by this eugenics dialogue, war disabled
the reproduction of the strong, and indirectly promoted the reproduction of the weak.
Consequently, World War | helped initiate a shift in eugenic thinking; to counteract the
genetic imbalance caused by the Great War, negative eugenics gained more attention as a
necessary part of the eugenic conversation.

The shift toward negative eugenics was not automatic because society,
government, and eugenic responses varied. To start, German Eugenics and politics were
not on the same page immediately following World War 1. Similarly, public support for
eugenic ideas was lacking due to infringement upon individual rights.>® As the post-
World War | disorder set in, and the Weimar Republic struggled to support its citizens,
eugenic arguments garnered more public attention: medical and legal eugenic arguments
were anchored in the turmoil of the 1920s. Faced with post-World War | financial
burdens, euthanasia and forced sterilization were among eugenic measures publicly
suggested in Germany. In 1920, Lawyer Karl Binding and psychiatrist Alfred Hoche
published Permitting the Destruction of Unworthy Life, which detailed the public burdens
of care for the mentally defective and the incurably ill. In this pamphlet, Binding asked
the reader to consider how the “most valuable” of lives were wasted through war while

the less valuable (mentally defective, disabled, or terminally ill) were safeguarded: on

57 Kihl, 31.

58 See Kuihl, chapter two, concerning World War | and its effect on the international eugenic
movement.

9 Weingart, 262.
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one side, there is the “sacrifice of the finest flower of humanity” and on the other side a
“meticulous care shown to existences which are not just absolutely worthless but even of
negative value.”® Binding categorized two main groups fit for euthanasia: First, he
dis