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What kinds of resistance were needed in the summer of 1933? What might have been the 

consequences of such resistance?  

 

In Before the Deluge, Otto Friedrich, notes that “the desire to live one’s life as best one 

can, to do one’s own work and raise one’s own children, is not a contemptible emotion. 

And to understand the ordinary Berliner in 1933, one can only try to imagine what one 

might do in a similar situation.” How do you think you might have responded?  

 

Make a timeline of Nazi laws. Think about which laws were announced first and why. 

How did the order in which the laws were announced set the stage for those which 

followed? Then reread the plan the Nazis issued in 1920 (Chapter 3, Reading 5). Which 

parts had been put into effect by 1933? What do you think will happen next?  

 

How does the First Amendment to the United States Constitution protect the right of 

Americans to form clubs, political groups, unions, and other associations? To find out, 

consult Choosing to Participate (particularly Chapters 2 through 4) and other books that 

discuss the right to associate in a free society.  

 

 

READING 13 

 

Breeding the New German “Race” 
 

In July of 1933, the Nazis moved against yet another group. They announced the “Law 

for the Prevention of Hereditary Diseased Offspring.” It permitted the government to 

sterilize anyone who suffered from such “genetically determined” illnesses as feeble-

mindedness, schizophrenia, manic-depressive illness, genetic epilepsy, Huntington’s 

Chorea, genetic blindness, deafness, and some forms of alcoholism. The purpose of the 

law was “to have at all times a sufficient number of genetically sound families with many 

children of high racial value. At the core of the idea of a healthy race is the notion of 

breeding. Future upholders of the law must be clear about the breeding aims of the 

German people.”  

The law was an attempt to create a racially pure society of “Aryans” by isolating and 

eliminating Germans the Nazis considered inferior. As Hitler stated in Mein Kampf, 

“Everything we admire on this earth today – science and art, technology and inventions – 

is only the creative product of a few peoples and originally perhaps one race (the 

Aryans). On them depends the existence of this whole culture. If they perish, the beauty 

of this earth will sink into the grave with them.” To accomplish that goal, the Nazis 

planned to sterilize women “tainted” by the blood of an inferior race. That is, they 

planned to make it impossible for the daughters of mixed marriages – marriages between 

“Aryans” and Jews, Africans, or “Gypsies” – to  
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have children. The Nazis also wanted to sterilize “Aryan” women who had disabilities or 

deformities. The idea was not a new one. A 1929 work of “scientific racism” stated that 

“the number of degenerate individuals born depends mainly on the number of degenerate 

women capable of procreation. Thus the sterilization of degenerate women is, for reasons 

of racial hygiene, more important than the sterilization of men.”  

The Germans modeled their new sterilization laws after similar laws in the United 

States. Between 1907 and 1930, twenty-nine states passed compulsory sterilization laws 

and about eleven thousand people were sterilized. Many states also had laws that banned 

marriages between whites and blacks, Native Americans, and Asians. Both sets of laws 

were prompted by a desire to eliminate “strains that are a burden to the nation or to 

themselves, and to raise the standard of humanity by the suppression of the progeny of 

the defective classes.” The Nazis now took that goal much further than the Americans 

ever did.  

Gregor Ziemer, an American educator, observed the results 

of the law when he toured a German hospital where sterilizations 

took place. A guide informed him that the patients were “the 

mentally sick, women with low resistance, women who had 

proved through other births that their offsprings were not strong. 

They were women suffering from defects… some were sterilized 

because they were political enemies of the State.” He was told, 

“We are even eradicating color-blindedness in the Third Reich... 

We must not have soldiers who are color-blind. It is transmitted only by women.” When 

Ziemer asked who made the decision, the guide boasted: “We have courts. It is all done 

very legally, rest assured. We have law and order.”
33

  

To enforce the law, the Nazis created a Department for Gene and Race Care and 

“genetic health courts.” There doctors and lawyers worked together to decide who would 

be sterilized. The individual had no say in the decision. Between 1933 and 1939, about 

320,000 German women, some as young as fourteen, were sterilized under the law. By 

1945, the number may have grown to as many as three million.  

The Nazis, like the Americans, regarded sterilization as “negative eugenics.” They 

also encouraged what they called “positive eugenics” – breeding a superior race. Heinrich 

Himmler, as head of the SS, was particularly concerned about the “racial quality” of his 

men. Each recruit was carefully screened. He had to prove that his family was “Aryan” 

dating back to at least 1750. In addition, Himmler and “the chiefs of the race offices 

inspected photographs of every applicant to make sure his face bore no sign of taint, such 

as ‘orientally’ prominent cheekbones, ‘mongolian slit eyes, dark curly hair, legs too short 

in relation to the body, a body too long in relation to the arms, a bespectacled Jewish 

intellectual look.’” They were seeking “genuine descendents of the Indo-European tribes 

that had emigrated from Jutland (Denmark) and been settled in Germany since the third 

century B.C. These were to be the stock from which the new Teutonic race was to be 

bred and the SS to be recruited.” Not only did every member of the SS have to pass the 

test but so did his prospective bride.  

 

Eugenics is not a 
panacea that will cure 
human ills, it is rather 
a dangerous sword 
that may turn its edge 
against those who rely 
on its strength. 
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CONNECTIONS 

 

After studying fascism, Irving Horowitz concluded, “The precondition for mass 

extermination was engineered dehumanization: the conversion of citizens into aliens.” 

What evidence of that process of dehumanization can you find in this reading? Write a 

working definition of the word dehumanize in your journal.  

 

How do you think old prejudices about the disabled and “less worthy races” affected the 

way people responded to the new law? How do you think the fact that the law was the 

work of doctors and professors affected the way people responded to it? Did those 

doctors and professors betray the German people?  

 

Nazi officials often maintained that National Socialism was “nothing but applied 

biology.” What aspects of biology were being applied? For what purpose?  

 

What is “negative genetics?” How does it differ from “positive genetics?” How important 

is that difference?  

 

Between 1907 and 1930, about 11,000 people in the United States were sterilized; about 

53,000 by 1964. Germany had no sterilization law before 1933. Yet in just six years 

about 320,000 people were sterilized and in twelve years the number may have reached 

as high as three million. How do you account for the differences in numbers? How do 

you account for the fact that the United States was the first to practice “negative 

genetics”?  

 

In 1927, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the decision of the lower courts to permit the 

sterilization of Carrie Buck, an eighteen-year-old white woman. Noting that she, her 

mother, and her child were all “feebleminded,” the court ruled sterilization of “mental 

defectives” promoted the health of the patient and the “welfare of society.” Compare the 

language used in this case with the language the Nazis used to justify their sterilization 

laws. What similarities do you notice? What differences seem most striking?  

 

On his visit to a German hospital, Ziemer was told, “We have courts. It is all done very 

legally, rest assured. We have law and order.” What right did victims have to protest? To 

whom could they protest? The Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the United 

States Constitution, protects the rights of all Americans. Yet, even with that protection, 

hundreds of Americans were sterilized. What do these incidents say about why many 

perceive minorities as “vulnerable”?  

 

Franz Boas, a professor of anthropology at Columbia University, argued in 1916, 

“Eugenics is not a panacea that will cure human ills, it is rather a dangerous sword that 

may turn its edge against those who rely on its strength.” Why do you think he viewed 

eugenics as a “dangerous sword”? Where does the danger lie?  
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Robert Lifton discussed the way Nazi doctors responded to sterilization measures in a 

panel on medical ethics at the First Facing History Conference. For a summary of his 

presentation, see Elements of Time, page 376. A videotape of the event is available from 

the Facing History Resource Center.  

 

 

READING 14 

 

“One Nation! One God! One Reich! One Church!” 
 

As the Nazis increased their control over the German people, they targeted the nation’s 

religious groups. National Socialism would have no competition. Among the first 

religious groups to be singled out were the nation’s Catholics. They made up about one-

third of the population. As a minority in a country with a Protestant majority, Catholics 

had always felt vulnerable to accusations that they were not “true Germans” because they 

“took orders from Rome.” Over the years, they had protected their rights by organizing 

and supporting the Catholic Center party. Now Catholics, individually and as a group, 

had to decide whether to support the Nazis.  

As early as 1931, a number of bishops warned Catholics that “what the National 

Socialists describe as Christianity is not the Christianity of Christ.” Others urged a 

boycott of Nazi activities. But by the spring of 1933, such attitudes were changing. Some 

Catholic leaders now seemed to admire Hitler’s call to “overcome the un-Germanic 

spirit.” Others continued to oppose the regime but urged caution. That July, Hitler and 

Pope Pius XI signed a concordat. Historian Fritz Stern said of that agreement:  

 

On the face of it, the Vatican had scored a great triumph. No government under 

Weimar had been willing to sign such a concordat, which would recognize the 

principal rights of the church – rights that presumably would render it immune from 

the kind of persecution it had suffered [in the past]. By the terms of the concordat the 

church renounced all political activities and in turn the state guaranteed the right to 

free worship, to circulate pastoral epistles, to maintain Catholic schools and property. 

The Vatican had reason to be satisfied: Catholic rights had been put on a new basis 

and at the same time a regime had been strengthened that seemed to correspond to the 

Vatican’s sense that Mussolini and Hitler were indispensable bulwarks against 

Bolshevism.  

Hitler had even more reason to be satisfied. The concordat was his first 

international agreement, and it vastly enhanced his respectability in Germany and 

abroad. A great moral authority had trusted his word.  


