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Medicine in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust –
Anatomy as Example for Changes in Medical Science from Routine to Murder
03/23/2026

Syllabus Harvard Freshman Seminar   		               Course ID# FYSEMR 23H
Day, Time: Monday 3-5pm, Room: Sever 201
4 credits 	Enrollment:  Limited to 12	

Sabine Hildebrandt, MD
Associate Professor of Pediatrics; Lecturer on Global Health and Social Medicine
Member, HMS Center for Bioethics
Boston Children’s Hospital, Harvard Medical School
Div. General Pediatrics, Dep. Pediatrics
333 Longwood Avenue- LO 234
Boston, Massachusetts 02115
Contact: phone 734-355-7591 and/or email sabine.hildebrandt@childrens.harvard.edu

Description: [short 100 words]
This seminar introduces students to the history of medicine in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust. It is the most extreme and extensively documented example of the destructive potentials within medicine. However, under conditions of this extreme oppression by the same political system, some health care professionals chose to retain the healing powers of medicine. In the example of anatomy, the complicity of medical scientists with the Nazi regime is revealed, with crimes including murder. This history and its legacies can serve as a model for the recognition of similarities with other histories of oppression and has relevance for today.


Description: [long, 250 words]
This seminar introduces students to the history of Nazi Germany and the Holocaust as an extreme example of antisemitism and racism, and of crimes against humanity and genocide. These included medical crimes, which, thus far, are the most thoroughly documented examples of ethical transgressions of health care professionals. They include forced sterilizations, the “euthanasia” systematic patient murder program, and forced brutal medical experiments on the living and the dead. However, under conditions of oppression by the same political system, some health care professionals chose to retain the healing powers of medicine.
Anatomy in Nazi Germany is an example of ethical transgressions in the medical sciences that reveals the complex relationships between scientists and the Nazi regime. Changes of the traditional anatomical body procurement manifested in the use of many bodies of Nazi victims in teaching and scientific investigations. Research gradually moved from routine studies to murder, from the anatomy lab to the Nazi prison system and then to the concentration camps. Ultimately, anatomists were complicit with the government through their role in the complete destruction of the perceived “enemies” of the Nazi regime. 
This history of medicine can thus serve as a model for the recognition of patterns and common roots with other histories of discrimination, oppression, and atrocities. Also, there are continuities and legacies from this history that reach into the present and have relevance for today’s education and practice in the health professions.

Academic Integrity FYSEMR 23H; Medicine in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust –
Anatomy as Example for Changes in Medical Science from Routine to Murder

Seminar Style and Goal: This course includes preparatory work by students, lecture-style interactive presentations by instructor, and discussion contributions by all. The success and joy in this elective seminar are entirely dependent on the willingness of all learners to prepare the assigned materials and participate in an open discussion. The expectation is that all students listen and respond to each other respectfully, and that all participants make sure that everybody has a chance to engage fully and safely in the conversation. The goal of this elective seminar is less the acquisition of factual knowledge – even though it is hoped that this will be achieved, too –, and more the willingness to deeply engage with the reality of this difficult history and the potential implications for each learner’s own life today and in the future.

AI and plagiarism policy: Obviously, the concept of mutual respect includes the understanding that the essay assignment will be free of plagiarism and an original work of the author. Concerning generative artificial intelligence (GAI) tools such as ChatGP, it is disallowed unless otherwise stated and appropriately acknowledged and cited. It is each student’s responsibility to assess the validity and applicability of any GAI output that is submitted; you bear the final responsibility. Violations of this policy will be considered academic misconduct. We draw your attention to the fact that different classes at Harvard could implement different AI policies, and it is the student’s responsibility to conform to expectations for each course. 

Course requirements and expectations:
· Prepare for each unit: assigned reading, video watching, browsing websites
· Formulate questions and comments from your prep work for each upcoming session
· All assigned readings etc will be available via the Canvas website
· Attend regularly (and inform instructor about absences in a timely fashion)
· Present at least 1 question or comment from your prep work at each session
· Participate in discussions
· Write essay and present in class: on current ethical issues in medicine/anatomy that resonate with the history discussed in this seminar
· content:
· formulate question/hypothesis
· use course material and additional material to support argument
· conclusion for current medical ethics
· format:
· essay of no less than 2000 words
· correct use of bibliography (either author/date or endnote)
· proposal of topic and abstract due March 2
· development of essay based on feedback by instructor
· essay due 1 week before presentation on April 20 or April 27
· 10-minute presentation in class with discussion in final seminar sessions
· Assessment based on preparatory work, discussion participation and essay

Students are strongly encouraged to contact the instructor via email, phone, or text anytime they have questions or comments about the seminar content or attendance.

Learning Objectives: Medicine in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust –
Anatomy as Example for Changes in Medical Science from Routine to Murder

After attending this seminar, the learner will be able to 

1. Describe the history of medicine in Nazi Germany as an extreme and extensively documented example of the destructive potentials of medicine and medical crime, which can shine light on current medical science and practice.
2. Describe how the potential powers within medicine can cause health care professionals to collaborate with political systems that embrace antisemitism and racism, and allow for the unleashing of destructive powers within medicine so that physicians become killers; and likewise, how in conditions of oppression by the same political system, health care professionals can choose to act within the spectrum between coercion and resistance and retain the healing powers of medicine. Leaners will be able to
a. Reflect on the destructive powers of medicine chosen by physicians/nurses/midwifes/scientists who aligned themselves with the Nazi regime
b. Reflect on the healing powers of medicine chosen by physicians/nurses/midwifes/scientists who were oppressed and persecuted by the Nazi regime, many of them Jewish health care professionals, and those who opposed the Nazi regime
c. Reflect on the difficulty to freely chose actions under conditions of oppression and how to negotiate the spectrum between coercion and resistance
3. Describe health care professionals’ collaboration with the Nazi regime in forced sterilization, the “euthanasia” murders and forced human experiments. 
4. Describe the connection between the “euthanasia” murders and the final stages of the Holocaust.
5. Describe anatomy as a model for the changes in medicine during the National Socialist [Nazi, NS] regime, when scientists’ and health professionals used opportunities provided by the regime for their own purposes, resulting in ethical transgressions. Understand the complex relationship between anatomists and politics, including body procurement, research funding and recruitment of personnel.
6. Be able to name the breadth of the political spectrum among German anatomists: from being subjected to racist and political persecution to passive and active support of the Nazi regime.
7. Understand the role of anatomists as physical anthropologist and racial hygienists/eugenicists in the scientific legitimation of the Nazi regime.
8. Be able to outline the gradual changes in the traditional anatomical body procurement that included an increasing number of Nazi victims, and how their use in teaching and research led to distinct stages of ethical transgressions that led to a paradigm change in anatomical epistemology (=knowledge gain) and ultimately to murder. Thus, anatomy became part of the Nazi regime’s policies of total physical destruction and annihilation of its perceived enemies.
9. Describe the continuities and legacies from this history, and how they apply today to such diverse questions as tissue ethics and the restoration of the biographies of victims.
10. Name at least one example of how this history sheds light on current events in health care in the US and worldwide.
11. [bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Reflect on this history and recognize its potential to influence behavior in the present.
Overview Spring FYSEMR 2025/26:

[bookmark: OLE_LINK53][bookmark: OLE_LINK54][bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Weeks 1: Jan 26
· Course structure and content
· Pernkopf – the story of an anatomical atlas, Part 1

Week 2: Feb 2
· History of Germany and international eugenics early 20th century 

Week 3: Feb 9
· Overview medicine in the Holocaust, anatomy in Nazi Germany

Week 4: Feb 23
· Medical professionals and anatomists and the rise of Nazi Germany

Week 5: March 2
· Persecution of medical professionals, including anatomists 
[Leo Gross, Käthe Beutler, ? Hans Elias]

Week 6: March 9
· Patient care and research between coercion and resistance: 
Jewish physicians in ghettos and camps

Spring break

Week 7: Mar 23
· Medical collaboration and crimes and their victims: forced sterilization, “euthanasia” murders, research on the living – forced medical experiments on humans 

Week 8: Mar 30
· Changes in the traditional anatomical body procurement after 1933 and use of Nazi victims in medical education and research

Week 9: April 6
· Research on the dead and paradigm change: Anatomical science and its changes after 1933

Week 10: April 13
· Dealing with the past, relevance for today – dealing with today, relevance of the past
· Pernkopf – the story of an anatomical atlas, Part 2; Harvard Report on Slavery

Week 11: April 20
·  Conclusion 1: The relevance of the past for the present – Class presentations 1

Week 12: April 27
· Conclusion 2: The relevance of the past for the present: Class presentations 2







Week 1: Introduction to course format and content
Part 1: Introduction to course format
· Introductions: instructor and participants
· Explanation of course requirements and expectations
· Discussion of screen-use policies

Part 2: Introduction to course content
· Introduction to the topic: Pernkopf – the story of an anatomical atlas (Part 1)  
· CNN video on Pernkopf story, 1998, 16 min. 
· Inspection of American edition of Pernkopf atlas
· Discussion 

Prep for Week 2: History of Germany and international eugenics early 20th century
· Read and formulate questions for the session: 
· Excerpt from 2023 Lancet Report on Medicine, Nazism and the Holocaust: The Role of Eugenics and Medical Genetics
· Browse and formulate questions:
· archive of the American Eugenics Movement, it is a great introduction to the history of eugenics: http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/list3.pl 
· Read and formulate questions: 
· Ipgrave B, Chavez-Garcia M, Darnovsky M, Das S, Galarneau C, Garland-Thomson R, Groce NE, Platt T, Reynolds M, Turda M, Wilson RA. From small beginnings: to build an anti-eugenic future. Lancet. 2022 May 21;399(10339):1934-1935. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(22)00882-0. PMID: 35598617.

Week 2: History of Germany and international eugenics early 20th century
· Discussion of assigned reading and questions (anatomy and physical anthropology, eugenics and racial hygiene)
· Presentation: Short outline of historical framework: Germany in the first half of the 20th century, including history of eugenics and racial hygiene

[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]
Prep for Week 3: Overview medicine in the Holocaust, anatomy in Nazi Germany
· Watch: “Science and the Swastika: Hitler’s biological soldiers” [documentary 2001, 48 minutes] and take notes for questions in discussion https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pQAdwjYc_VE 
· Read and formulate questions:
· Excerpts from: Binding, Karl and Alfred Hoche. 1920. “Permitting the destruction of life unworthy of living”, URL: http://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=4496 [also as pdf-file “Binding and Hoche 1920” under “Files” on the course webpage]
· Excerpt: Victor Klemperer’s Diary Entry on the Impending Boycott of Jewish Businesses (entry March 31, 1933): http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1519 .

Week 3: Overview medicine in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust 
· Discussion of Prep work, Presentation
Prep work Week 4: Medical professionals and anatomists and the rise of Nazi Germany

· Read these short excerpts:
· Law for the Restoration of the German Civil Service, April 7 1933, please read first page, text of law and second page, amendment to paragraph 3: 
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1520 
· Text of 1935 Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honor: http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/law-for-the-protection-of-german-blood-and-german-honor 
· Law for the Prevention of Hereditary Diseased Offspring, July 14, 1933:
http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/pdf/eng/English30.pdf –
· Watch short excerpts from “The Nazi Plan” – Documentary for the 1945/46 Nuremberg Military Trial, compiled by Budd Schulberg and other US military personnel, under the supervision of Navy Commander James Donovan. The compilers used only German source material, including official newsreels. It was put together for the US Counsel for the Prosecution of Axis Criminality and the US Office of the Chief Counsel for War Crimes. 
Link “The Nazi Plan” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yMlG9Rkkyx8 
15’ 10” – 17’ 08”	April 1, 1933, 		Boycott against Jewish businesses
19’ 00” – 21’ 30”	May 10, 1933, 	Book burning
57’ 00” – 57’ 57”	Reading of Nuremberg race laws by Göring at NSDAP conference
1h 53’ 50” – 1h 54’ 55”	1941 Himmler visit to concentration camp near Minsk

· Read and formulate questions on: 
· Roelcke, Volker. 2010b. “Medicine during the Nazi period: historical facts and some implications for teaching medical ethics and professionalism.” In: Medicine after the Holocaust. From the master race to the human genome and beyond, edited by Sheldon Rubenfeld, 17-29. New York: Palgrave MacMillan.

Week 4: Medical professionals and anatomists and the rise of Nazi Germany
· Discussion of Prep work
· Presentation key events and Nazi policies, actions of medical associations, including anatomists, political spectrum
[bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK12]


Prep work Week 5: Persecution of medical professionals and anatomists
· Read and note questions on excerpt from: 
· Novak, Emil. 1949. The Autobiography of Dr. Robert Meyer. New York: Henry Schuman, p91-97.
· Watch 
· Projections of Life – Jewish Life before World War II, United States Holocaust Museum Collections, 28 minutes total: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kNobaSEckHQ  
· Inside Nazi Germany, United States Holocaust Museum Collections, 13.45 minutes total: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U3LOIMnC8fE

Week 5: Persecution of medical professionals and anatomists 
· Discussion of prep work
· Presentation of case studies; brief: Robert Meyer, Hans Elias; long: Leo Gross, Käthe Beutler





Prep work Week 6: Patient care and research between coercion and resistance: Jewish physicians in ghettos and camps

· Watch, compare and formulate questions:
· video Patricia Heberer-Rice on “Doctors who dared”, 31 minutes total    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z6YTqiJIzyM&t=36s   
· note that this video was taped on May 20, 2020, during the first deadly wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, when many states were still in lockdown
· Read and formulate questions: 
· Slate magazine 2022, BY MERRY FITZPATRICK AND IRWIN ROSENBERG: article on the Warsaw ghetto hunger study   

[bookmark: OLE_LINK15][bookmark: OLE_LINK16]Week 6: Patient care and research between coercion and resistance: Jewish physicians in ghettos and camps
· Discussion prep work, case studies: Adelhauser, Samuel; doctors of the hunger study Warsaw ghetto
· Presentation overview of ghettos and camps


Prep work Week 7: Medical collaboration and crimes: forced sterilization, “euthanasia” murders, coercive research on the living 
· Watch and formulate questions: 
· “Science and the Swastika: The medical experiment” 2001,  49 minutes total, https://vimeo.com/45209190 
· Testimony Eva Kor on her Experience with Josef Mengele | USC Shoah Foundation [?2015] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bB1_UCFd7xs ; 6 minutes, 14 seconds
· Read and formulate questions: 
· Czech et al 2023: Lancet report on medicine, Nazism and the Holocaust. Chapter “Coercive research”, pages 1883 to 1885
· Browse website: 
· Victims of Biomedical Research under National Socialism https://ns-medical-victims.org – particularly “Biographical Perspectives”
· Continue work on your essay and presentation assignment: 
· my feedback on your draft by March 23, 
· finalize essay and presentation, submit one week before presentation for feedback
· Please let me know on which day you want to present: April 20 and 27.

Week 7: Medical collaboration and crimes: forced sterilization, “euthanasia” murders, coercive research on the living 
· Discussion of prep work
· Presentation timeline and connections between forced sterilization, forced human subjects research in Nazi Germany; connection between “euthanasia” murders and Holocaust


Prep work Week 8: Changes in the traditional anatomical body procurement after 1933 and use of Nazi victims in medical education 

· Watch: The Dark Story Behind Gray's Anatomy | Patrick Kelly, 2022 [8:45 minutes long] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b9WYDJ8GQhc 
· Read and formulate questions: Angetter, Daniela C. 2000. “Anatomical science at University of Vienna 1938-45,” Lancet 355: 1454-57
· Read and formulate questions: excerpt from: Zassenhaus, Hiltgunt. 1974. Walls: Resisting the Third Reich- one woman’s story. Boston: Beacon Press. Please focus only on the paragraphs that relate to her experience with medical school lectures and dissection course.
· Watch 2017 video [10 minutes long] on “material” from “euthanasia” victims: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f92PrgnG6p0&t=45s 
· Continue work on your essay and presentation assignment: 
· finalize essay and presentation, submit before presentation for feedback : April 20 and 27.


Week 8: Changes in the traditional anatomical body procurement after 1933 and use of Nazi victims in medical education 
· Discussion prep work
· Presentation: groups of victims; identification of victims: case study the women on Stieve’s list; use in education/Voss;
· if time: excerpts from: Joe Berlinger 2004 documentary on the postwar history of “material” from “euthanasia” victims in Vienna, Austria; or video Mildred Harnack


Prep work Week 9: Research on the dead and paradigm change: Anatomical science and its changes after 1933

· Read and formulate questions on excerpts from diary of Professor of Anatomy Johann Paul Kremer: SS doctor at Auschwitz, find online:  http://www.holocaustresearchproject.org/othercamps/auschkremerdiary.html.
· Read and formulate questions on: MELLANBY K. Medical experiments on human beings in concentration camps in Nazi Germany. Br Med J. 1947 Jan 25;1(4490):148-50. doi: 10.1136/bmj.1.4490.148. PMID: 20244692; PMCID: PMC2052883.
· Browse English version of website by Hans Joachim Lang: Die Namen der Nummern. [you may have to cut and paste the following link in your browser] https://www.die-namen-der-nummern.de/index.php/en/ 
· Read: The Nuremberg Code, URL: https://research.unc.edu/human-research-ethics/resources/ccm3_019064/ 
· Continue work on your essay and presentation assignment: 
· finalize essay and presentation, submit before presentation for feedback : April 20 and 27.



Week 9: Research on the dead and paradigm change: Anatomical science and its changes after 1933
· Discussion of prep work
· Presentation: bodies of executed persons as “material”; gradual changes and a change in paradigm: case studies: Stieve, Clara, Kremer, Hirt
· Discussion: Why did they do this?







Prep work Week 10: Dealing with the past, relevance for today – dealing with today, relevance of the past

· Read and comment on: 
· AMERICAN ASSOCIATION FOR ANATOMY POLICY ON LEGACY ANATOMICAL COLLECTIONS: HTTPS://WWW.ANATOMY.ORG/ANATOMY/ANATOMY/ABOUT-US/POLICIES/LEGACY-COLLECTIONS-POLICY.ASPX 
· Read and formulate questions: Sumner et al. Racism, Structural Racism and the American Association for Anatomy:  Initial Report from a Task Force. Anatomical Record 305(4):772-787, 2022


Week 10: Dealing with the past, relevance for today – dealing with today, relevance of the past
· Discussion of prep work
· Continuities and legacies: Books, Bones and Bodies
· Pernkopf – the story of an anatomical atlas, Part 2
· Harvard reports on slavery and human remains 2022, 2023 HMS Human Remains Theft Scandal




Prep work Week 11: The relevance of the past for the present – Class presentations 1
· Work on essay projects and presentations
Week 11: The relevance of the past for the present: Class presentations 1



Prep work Week 12: The relevance of the past for the present – Class presentations 2
· Work on essay projects and presentations
Week 12: The relevance of the past for the present: Class presentations 2


