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That evening von der Gruen attended a meeting of Hitler Youth. The boys asked their 

squad leader to explain why Hitler had formed an alliance with his archenemy Stalin. 

Von der Gruen recalled:  

 

The squad leader...said that the explanation was really quite simple: To be sure, 

Hitler had always been against Bolshevism, but only against the Bolshevism in the 

German Reich, not that in the Soviet Union; therefore, the pact was logical, 

understandable, and even long overdue...  

And yet people continued to feel uneasy. On those rare occasions when one of us 

children dared to ask questions, our teachers did not know what to reply. They used to 

repeat the things that were said over the radio, which Goebbels controlled. The 

Fuehrer, they said, must know what he was doing, and thus he had a right to make a 

pact with the devil himself if he wanted to. Our history teacher actually said this to 

us.
17

  

 

 

CONNECTIONS 

 

Why were Germans so uncomfortable with the alliance with the Soviet Union? What 

does their discomfort suggest about the strengths and weaknesses of German 

propaganda?  

 

For over twenty years, Germans were taught to regard the Bolsheviks as their enemies. 

Now they were told otherwise. How do enemy nations become allies? How does the 

average citizen come to view a former enemy as a friend? What part does propaganda 

play in the creation of enemies? In the process of turning those same enemies into allies? 

How can years spent learning to hate a particular group be unlearned? 

 

 

READING 12 

 

Those Considered Unworthy to Live 
 

As Hitler consolidated his power at home and abroad, he moved against yet another 

enemy. This enemy consisted of the weakest Germans – the people he called “useless 

eaters.” They included epileptics, alcoholics, people with birth defects, hearing losses, 

mental illnesses, and personality disorders as well as those who were visually impaired, 

had developmental lags, or even suffered from certain orthopedic problems. In his view, 

these people were “marginal human beings” who had to make a case for their own 

survival at a time when the nation was preparing for war. 

The first to be eliminated were too young to speak on their own behalf. In the fall of 

1938, the parents of a severely disabled infant petitioned Hitler for the right to kill the 

child. He granted the petition and saw in the request  
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an opportunity to encourage what he called “mercy killings” or “euthanasia.” According 

to his chief medical officer, “the Fuehrer was of the opinion that such a program could be 

put into effect more smoothly and rapidly in time of war, and that in the general upheaval 

of war, the open resistance anticipated from the church would not play the part that it 

might in other circumstances.”  

The following spring, Hitler set up a committee of physicians to prepare for the 

murder of disabled and “retarded” children. Known as the “Reich Committee for the 

Scientific Treatment of Severe Hereditary and Congenital Diseases,” the group was told 

to keep its mission secret. Then just two weeks before the invasion of Poland, members 

asked doctors and midwives to fill out a questionnaire for every child with a deformity or 

disability. The focus was on children under the age of three. The committee claimed it 

was using the data “to clarify certain scientific questions.” In fact, the information was 

used to determine which children would be allowed to live. 

The committee used the questionnaires to make its decisions. 

Members did not personally examine the children, consult with 

other physicians, or speak to the families involved. Once the 

decision was made, the committee told the child’s parents only 

that their baby was being placed in a special hospital to 

“improve” treatment. There death came quickly. After the war, a 

doctor involved in the program told Robert Jay Lifton, 

“According to the thinking of that time, in the case of children 

killing seemed somehow justifiable...whereas in the case of the 

adult mentally ill, that was definitely murder.”
18

  

The doctor went on to describe how nurses were ordered to 

give the children sedatives that were harmless in small amounts but deadly in large doses. 

The doctor noted, “And with these sedatives...the child sleeps. If one does not know what 

is going on, he [the child] is sleeping. One really has to be let in on it to know that...that 

he really is being killed and not sedated.” Lifton added:  

 

While Dr. F. admitted that one might wonder about a child, “Why is he sleeping 

so much?” he insisted (quite erroneously) that one could ignore that inner question 

because “the death rate of [those killed] wasn’t much above the regular death rate 

with such children.” He stressed the absence of either a direct command (“If I get the 

order to kill... I don’t know but I [think I] would refuse...but certainly there was no 

such order...for us”) or of manifest homicide (“I mean if you had directed a nurse to 

go from bed to bed shooting these children...that would not have worked.”) As a 

result, “there was no killing, strictly speaking...  People felt this is not murder, it is a 

putting-to-sleep.”
19

  

 

The program was later expanded to include not only young children but also 

teenagers and adults. One “euthanasia expert” justified the murders by arguing, “The idea 

is unbearable to me that the best, the flower of our youth, must lose its life at the front, in 

order that feebleminded and asocial elements can have a secure existence in the asylum.” 

Another  
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suggested that a doctor’s duty is to rescue the “fit” for the future by weeding out the 

“unfit” in the present.  

In some places, doctors used mobile gas vans to carry out the killings. By June 1940, 

the vans were being replaced with “showers” that sprayed gas. Between 1939 and 1941 at 

least seventy thousand persons were killed. A number of experts place the figure higher, 

claiming that at least two hundred fifty thousand were murdered. 

 

 

CONNECTIONS 

 

What is “mercy killing”? “Euthanasia”? Was either the goal of the Nazi program? Who 

decided who would live and who would die? Does it matter who makes that decision?  

 

A poster widely distributed in Nazi Germany stated: “Everyday, a cripple or blind person 

costs 5-6 [Reichmarks], a mentally ill person 4, a criminal 3.50. A worker has 3-4 

[Reichmarks] a day to spend on his family.” To what prejudices does the poster appeal? 

How does it justify killings without ever mentioning them?  

 

What distinction does the doctor Lifton interviewed make between murder and “putting 

to sleep”? Between the killing of young children and adults? How do the euphemisms 

make the killing easier? Help the perpetrators rationalize their actions?  

 

A Nazi eugenics manual referred to doctors as “alert biological soldiers.” What did the 

name mean? How would you define a doctor?  

 

A bureaucracy developed to implement the new policies. It included not only doctors, 

nurses, and other medical personnel but also administrators, secretaries, and file clerks. 

They saw to it that the policy was “properly” carried out. What choices did these men and 

women make as they did their jobs? How do you account for the fact that they never 

mutinied or rebelled? Who was part of their “universe of obligation”? Who was not?  

 

How did the name “Reich Committee for the Scientific Treatment of Severe Hereditary 

and Congenital Diseases” cloud the real work of the group? Why did the Nazis choose to 

mask its real task?  

 

In the 1930s, a number of states in the United States had laws that called for the 

sterilization of individuals with certain disabilities. And some physicians openly 

discussed “euthanasia” as a way of dealing with the “unfit.” Yet no state ever permitted 

the practice. Why were Americans willing to go only so far and no further? Additional 

information on the eugenics movement in the United States can be found on the video 

Medicine at the Crossroads, available from the Facing History Resource Center. The 

Resource Center also has a packet of materials that provides insights into the legacy of 

eugenics on American society, including its educational system.  
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How do Americans today view children with disabilities? Adults with the same 

disabilities? What prejudices does each group encounter? How do those attitudes make 

individuals with disabilities a potential target for discrimination and isolation?  

 

 

READING 13 

 

Opposition to “Euthanasia” 
 

Government officials went to great lengths to keep the euthanasia program secret. Unlike 

other Nazi policies, this one was not loudly proclaimed. There were, however, too many 

people involved in the murders to keep the truth from coming out. From the start, 

families, religious leaders, and hospital personnel were suspicious of the government. 

When they raised awkward questions, the government either denied any wrongdoing or 

refused to answer questions because of the need for secrecy in 

wartime.  

As rumors mounted, a few people demanded answers. 

Among them were Friedrich von Bodelschwingh and Paul-

Gerhard Braune. The two men were ministers in the Confessing 

Church (Chapter 4, Reading 14) and heads of institutions that 

served disabled adults. Once they realized how the 

questionnaires were being used, they refused to fill out forms, 

voiced objections with key Nazi officials, and stalled as long as 

possible to keep their patients from being taken away.  

Fearful that a public stand might jeopardize his patients, each 

man worked behind the scenes. Braune, however, sent top government officials a long 

report with detailed evidence of the murders. In it, he asked, “How far does one want to 

go with the extermination of so-called lives unworthy of life? The mass actions up to now 

have shown that many people have been taken who were in large part clear and of sane 

mind. Where does the limit lie? Who is abnormal, anti-social, who is hopelessly ill?... It 

is a dangerous venture to abandon the integrity of the person without any legal 

foundation...  Will it not endanger the ethics of the entire population, when human life 

counts for so little?”
20

  

A month later, Braune was imprisoned for “sabotaging measures of the regime in an 

irresponsible manner.” His fellow pastors in the Confessing Church gave him little 

support. Most wanted more proof before they took a stand. The few who did speak out 

lived in villages and small towns. They had no way of being heard beyond their 

community.  

Then in May 1941, the Reich Committee for the Scientific Treatment of Severe 

Hereditary and Congenital Diseases began sending its questionnaires to homes for the 

elderly. A few months later, Clemens Graf von  
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