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Course Rationale and Aims 

 

The history of medicine during the Holocaust period is a broad, multidisciplinary field, which 

arouses the keen interest of many researchers worldwide. During the National Socialist 

period, thousands of physicians and scientists in Germany and Austria committed medical 
crimes that were unprecedented in their scope and severity. Individual physicians and the 

institutionalized medical system cooperated with the Nazi regime to an extent that was far 

greater than any other profession. Their scientific support served to strengthen the Nazis' anti-
Semitic biologically racist ideology. They initiated and committed inhumane medical crimes, 

while crudely trampling the noble principles of the medical profession until they became 

murderers in white coats. Research that has developed over recent decades sheds light on the 

actions of the German physicians ("the study of the perpetrators") as well as on the coping of 
thousands of Jewish physicians who, under their own steam, as persecuted victims, 

established medical systems in the ghettos and in other areas under Nazi oppression ("the 

study of the victims").  
The physicians' and health systems' decline to rock bottom, on one hand, and the Jewish 

medical staff's heroic struggle under genocide conditions, on the other, give rise to a 

multitude of questions about the riddle of human nature and society under extreme 

circumstances and about the warning signals to be heeded by the medical profession 
regarding the power and the ability for its wondrous achievements while simultaneously 

wreaking devastation and destruction.  

Throughout the course, we will learn about the historical and social processes that were the 
background and an influence on these developments, while addressing contemporarily 

relevant questions, especially for medical and health care practitioners. Research literature, 

film excerpts, documentation and testimonies from the Holocaust period will all be included, 
encouraging discussion and thinking about the significant of this subject for present-day 

medical students. 

 
Course Topics 

· Physicians and scientists in service of Nazi ideology: The development of science and 

medicine in Germany at the beginning of the 20th century and under the Nazi regime; racial 
theory; eugenics, racial hygiene; National Socialist legislation for "racial improvement" 

and the sterilization of hundreds of thousands of "useless" patients; persecution of Jewish 

physicians and dismissal from their positions; "euthanasia" of hundreds of thousands of 
"Aryan" mental health patients and people with disabilities including killing by gas 

poisoning; segregation of the Jews in enclosed ghettos on the recommendation of German 

physicians based on the racist, anti-Semitic precaution against the spread of epidemics; the 

physicians' role in the extermination camps—selections, medical experiments; the 
physicians' decisive impact in implementation of Nazi ideology and in accelerating the 

racist, anti-Semitic policy and the development of the "Final Solution," which led to the 

Jewish Holocaust  

· Jewish medicine on the eve of the Holocaust and its challenges in the ghettos and 

camps under the Nazi regime: The characteristics of the medical system in Jewish society 

in Poland during the interwar period; the coping of Jewish medical systems with 

unprecedented conditions during the Holocaust, in different areas of occupation—
organizational and medical aspects; ethical dilemmas in the work of the medical staff in the 

ghettos and camps; the contribution of Jewish women physicians and nurses to the medical 



system during the interwar period and during the Holocaust; medical research carried out 
by Jewish physicians in the ghettos and camps; the underground study of medicine and 

professional in-service training; the uniqueness of the Jewish medical system during the 

Holocaust in broad historical context  

· Challenges facing the medical system and "the patients" after the Holocaust: central 

medical and ethical aspects from international and Jewish perspectives: The Nuremberg 
Doctors' Trial; the Nuremberg Code and the Declaration of Helsinki following the 

Nuremberg trials; medical issues among Holocaust survivors after their release in their 

countries of origin and in the DP camps; challenges and warning signals in the era of 

accelerated development of science and technology and modern medicine 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Lecture Topic  
 A. Physicians and scientists in the service of Nazi ideology   

1. Medicine and physicians in Nazi Germany: How did physicians turn into murderers? 

The biologically racist vision of Nazism and the central role of German physicians in its 

realization 

Murderous science:  

Racial theory, "racial hygiene" and the system of eugenics in Western countries and in Nazi 

Germany 

2. Nazi legislation for "racial improvement," forced sterilization for the "useless" in Germany 
Murderous physicians in white coats: the T4 program—"Euthanasia" of mental health 

patients, people with disabilities, alcoholism, and other "shortcomings" 

3. From medical murder to the Holocaust: Physicians in the extermination camps—

selections, killing by gas poisoning, medical experiments. The functioning and personalities 
of Nazi physicians (Lifton's theory and other theories of how physicians became 

murderers)       
B. The Jewish medical system in the ghettos and camps – the struggle for health 

and the saving of lives under genocide conditions 

4. The medical system in the largest of the ghettos: The Warsaw Ghetto    

How did the Jews establish medical services under genocide conditions, under their own 
steam? An underground medical faculty in the ghetto? Academic research on hunger 

disease? The unrecognized contribution of women at the frontline of the medical services. 

Director of the Warsaw Ghetto Health Department, Dr. Izrael Milejkowski, his writings and 
his fate   

5. Ethical dilemmas that faced the medical staff in the Warsaw Ghetto – tragic dilemmas 

in extreme circumstances following dilemmas recognized as such and documented by 

medical and health service practitioners during the Holocaust   
6. The medical system in the Lodz Ghetto and in the Theresienstadt Ghetto: 

Medicine in the Lodz Ghetto – research based on photographs and the album of the health 
department in the Lodz Ghetto 

Medicine in the Theresienstadt Ghetto and Dr. Hermann Strauss's writings, which survived 

the ghetto  

7. "Notes from the Valley of Death:" Medicine in the Shavli Ghetto and births in the 

Lithuanian ghettos based on the diary of Dr. Aaron Pik. Decrees against the unborn, 

coping with the impossible  

8. 
 

The Jewish hospital in Berlin – the final remnant of Germany Jewry during the Third 
Reich. The unique fate of the Berlin Jewish Hospital  



 
 

Lecture Topic  
9. 

 

Jewish physician-prisoners in concentration and extermination camps – conditions, 

dilemmas, and testimonies 

 C. Medicine during and after the Holocaust – implications for after the Holocaust 

 

10. The Nuremberg Trials and the Nazi Doctors' Trial: the trial proceedings and the claims 

of the criminal physicians, sentencing, the Nuremberg Code. Attempts at concealment and 

repression. The inclusion of physicians, who were active under the Nazi regime in Germany 
and Austria, in key positions in the health care field and in academic teaching after the war. 

Exploitation of body parts of victims of medical crimes, after the Holocaust and up to the 

present day 

11. Physicians and nurses who survived the Holocaust – absorption in the State of Israel and 
their contribution to the formation of the Israeli medical systems  

12. Morbidity among Holocaust survivors and their descendants – physical and mental 

health treatment of Holocaust survivors. Recent studies on late morbidity among Holocaust 
survivors and their descendants  

13. Summary: Symposium: Challenges and warning signals in the era of accelerated 

development of modern medical science and technology 

 

Compulsory requirements  

· Active participation in the course including preparation of reading material for lectures 

and participation in class discussion 

· End-of-course examination on the required reading material and lecture content 

 

Final grade components  

· Class attendance and participation and required preparatory reading – 10% 

· Examination – 90% 
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