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At the conclusion of World War II, the first defendants to testify at the Nuremberg trials were

Nazi physicians and public health officials who were interrogated about how and why they

conducted horrific experiments on human beings, and mass murder in the name of science and

medicine. It’s been convenient to believe that these perpetrators were incompetent, mad or just

following orders, but according to medical ethicist Arthur Caplan, “Most of those who

participated did so because they believed it was the right thing to do.”

Not only the right thing to do. Now we know it was what many of them were taught to do.

Researchers from Germany and Israel have discovered that the Nazis systematically taught their

own version of medical ethics to students throughout Germany, intended not only to justify the

regime’s horrors but also to shape future generations of physicians. These findings, published in

the Annals of Internal Medicine in April, demonstrate how politics and a society’s prevailing

zeitgeist can influence and pervert medical ethics — something we are not immune to, even

today. . .

But Florian Bruns of Berlin’s Charite University Medical Center and Tessa Chelouche of the

Technion-Israel Institute of Technology, in Haifa, dug through course catalogs and archival

sources to discover that the Nazis had devised a code of ethics and turned it into a medical

curriculum with textbooks, mandatory classes and approved lecturers.

This curriculum was implemented in 1939 and included lectures on racial hygiene, the science of

heredity, population policy and more — subjects suitable for promoting Nazi ideology to

medical students. But they went further and created another set of required lectures called

Medical Law and Professional Studies, which “focused for the first time on physicians’ moral

and legal obligations to their patients as well as to their profession and the state,” Bruns and

Chelouche wrote. By the winter semester of 1943–1944, 25 of the 28 faculties teaching medicine

in the “Greater German Reich” held obligatory lectures in MLPS.

MLPS was intended to create a new kind of physician, one who would focus less on individual

patient care and more on the general welfare of society. Rudolf Ramm, a physician who

published a textbook on MLPS in 1942, “blatantly defined the Nazi physician’s ethical

obligation as being responsible for ridding society of certain groups: Jewish people, disabled

people and any others who were deemed unable to contribute to society,” Bruns and Chelouche

wrote.

Ramm advocated the “mercy killing” of the disabled, writing: “These creatures merely vegetate

and constitute a serious burden on the national community. They not only reduce the standard of

living of the rest of their family members because of the expenses for their care, but also need a

healthy person to take care of them throughout their lives.”

You can see through those chilling words how Nazi health officials reinterpreted the Hippocratic

Oath to legitimate their genocidal ideology. Exterminating Jews and the disabled, and people



with hereditary diseases, and anyone considered a burden was morally acceptable in order to

heal the German people. . .

“The Nazis played off the rights of the individual against the supposed interests of society on a

large scale,” Bruns and Chelouche wrote. “We should remain aware that violating individual

rights always damages a society.”

Lifeboat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor, by Garrett Hardin, Psychology Today,

September 1974

. . . If we divide the world crudely into rich nations and poor nations, two thirds of them are

desperately poor, and only one third comparatively rich, with the United States the wealthiest of

all. Metaphorically each rich nation can be seen as a lifeboat full of comparatively rich people. In

the ocean outside each lifeboat swim the poor of the world, who would like to get in, or at least

to share some of the wealth. What should the lifeboat passengers do?

First, we must recognize the limited capacity of any lifeboat. For example, a nation's land has a

limited capacity to support a population and as the current energy crisis has shown us, in some

ways we have already exceeded the carrying capacity of our land.

Adrift in a Moral Sea

So here we sit, say 50 people in our lifeboat. To be generous, let us assume it has room for 10

more, making a total capacity of 60. Suppose the 50 of us in the lifeboat see 100 others

swimming in the water outside, begging for admission to our boat or for handouts. We have

several options: we may be tempted to try to live by the Christian ideal of being "our brother's

keeper," or by the Marxist ideal of "to each according to his needs." Since the needs of all in the

water are the same, and since they can all be seen as "our brothers," we could take them all into

our boat, making a total of 150 in a boat designed for 60. The boat swamps, everyone drowns.

Complete justice, complete catastrophe.

Since the boat has an unused excess capacity of 10 more passengers, we could admit just 10

more to it. But which 10 do we let in? How do we choose? Do we pick the best 10, "first come,

first served"? And what do we say to the 90 we exclude? If we do let an extra 10 into our

lifeboat, we will have lost our "safety factor," an engineering principle of critical importance. For

example, if we don't leave room for excess capacity as a safety factor in our country's

agriculture, a new plant disease or a bad change in the weather could have disastrous

consequences. . .
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10) Rationing of Medical Care: The Jewish View, Dr. Fred Rosner, Journal of Halacha and

Contemporary Society, Number VI, Fall 1983, p. 29

. . .at a symposium on "Torah Shebe'al peh" held this year, Rabbi Moshe Tendler related that his father-in-law, Rav Moshe

Feinstein, had once been asked by the then Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rav Herzog, what to do if there were ten patients but

only medication for four of them. Rav Feinstein is said to have responded that the first four should get the medicine.


