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The Ethics of Genocide:

Examination of justification in Nazi culture


Most people, when faced with any number of war atrocities, consider the actions of those involved as immoral.  It becomes hard to question the inherent immorality of Nazi atrocities, especially when the winners write history.  But leaving the question unexamined is dangerous.  The purpose of this examination is not to justify Nazi war atrocities, but to see how these atrocities could have been justified by Nazi culture, and even celebrated.  It is far too easy to look back on history and not consider that many Germans were involved in committing their own atrocities, funding others with their tax dollars, and even seeing these criminal acts as necessary.


To delve into this problem, lets first look at some particularly gruesome events from Auschwitz.  One infamous man, Josef Mengele, worked as a "doctor" in Auschwitz.  He performed numerous experiments, mostly on unwilling subjects and often causing fatality or permanent damage to the test subjects.  It would be hard for anyone to examine the acts that Mengele perpetrated and find them remotely moral or justifiable.  But examine Nazi culture and this inherent immorality becomes problematized.


After examining the activities of Mengele, one can look at various history books and other documents, and piece together some semblance of a picture of what Nazi society was like.  Once one can imagine what living in Nazi Germany, as a German, was like, they can begin to understand how these acts were justified.


Genocide and war atrocities do not end with Nazi attempts to exterminate the European Jews.  If the development of a culture that will be able to ethically justify genocide can be better understood it might help aid in the prevention of further genocides.  If world leaders can be aware of the symptoms that may be signs of these activities, they may be able to take action before tragedy occurs.  One may certainly be able to say this of the Nazi's.  The road to genocide did take some time.  When Hitler rose to power his move to the ultimate answer to the "Jewish question" took time to approach.  Propaganda and other tactics were used to inundate the public into also seeing the Jewish as a danger to German survival.

Josef Mengele and Auschwitz


Most western educated people have some knowledge about Nazi war atrocities and Auschwitz.  They know what a concentration camp is, about the starvation, gas chambers, and mass graves that would have been par for the course at most concentration camps.  Auschwitz has a particular distinction, not only because more Jews were killed at Auschwitz than any other concentration camp ("List of..." 2005), but also because of Josef Mengele.


Mengele acted as a "doctor" in Auschwitz, but most of his actions would violate any modern standard of scientific morality.  He earned his nickname, "the angel of death" (Bülow, "Josef Mengele", 2005).

Mengele's Experiments


Mengele used his captive audience at Auschwitz to perform many experiments.  Some of these did have a scientific intention of sorts, and if Mengele used the Jewish that were interned at the camp he could not only gain information that might help the survivability of German soldiers, but by damaging and killing many of his victims he aided the German cause by reducing the number of Jews.


High altitude experiments were used to find the "...limits of human endurance and existence at extremely high altitudes" (Bülow, "Experiments", 2005).  In these experiments subjects were put in a pressure chamber and the chamber was evacuated to simulate various altitudes.  The chamber would be evacuated, measurements would be taken, and then the simulated altitude would increase.  The German cause of such experiments was to know what kind of risks and mitigations of risk could be taken for those in the German air force (Bülow, "Experiments", 2005).


He also conducted freezing experiments, where victims were put in tanks of freezing water for hours.  After testing certain lengths of time in freezing and various temperatures, Mengele would then test various re-warming methods.  He would also place victims outside in freezing weather, naked, and test other re-warming methods.  The application of such experiments is fairly obvious, to treat German victims of hypothermia, but historical accounts of such experiments say that "numerous" people died during them and that "...victims screamed with pain as their bodies froze" (Bülow, "Experiments", 2005).


Other experiments included testing war technology such as incendiaries, poisons, gas, and the like.  Such experiments were often conducted with the goal of inflicting as many casualties as possible in mind.  Mengele also tested Malaria vaccinations and purposely infected many with various bacteria to simulate war wounds and see if they could find treatment for things like gangrene or typhus (Bülow, "Experiments", 2005).


While one can see the practical application of such experiments in order to increase the survivability of German soldiers, one must also consider the many scientific elements missing from such experiments.  Test subjects were often pushed to the limits of the human condition when they were already near starving, ill, or suffering mental trauma from life in Auschwitz.  Therefore their survivability for these experiments was next to zero.  Also the common practices of using a control group were not applied.  Mengele would just test subjects at random (Bülow, "Experiments", 2005).


Mengele also conducted a series of experiments that were not related to the survival of soldiers in the field.  He was known to have a particular fascination with experimenting on children and twins.  He sewed twins together in attempts to create Siamese twins, and he would also connect their internal organs and fuse together their blood vessels (Bülow, "Eva Mozes Kor", 2005).  He would also inject children's eyes in an attempt to change eye color and such.  Rationalizing these experiments would be more difficult.  Perhaps he wanted to understand twins and Siamese twins because they were a violation of genetic superiority, or perhaps he wanted to make the Jewish children more Aryan by changing their eye color.  Perhaps his motives were completely dark.  What we do know from history is that his experiments were sanctioned by the German government, that he had many aids and accomplices that were also involved in this work (interestingly enough some of these were Jewish doctors that were sent to Auschwitz), and that his results were still shared with other Germans for various purposes.


To understand how these sorts of actions could be sanctioned it is important that we gain some understanding of Nazi culture and values.

Nazi Society


To understand how Nazi doctrines were able to succeed in being the central governing tools for a major industrial nation, one has to understand history up to that point.  Anti-Semitism was commonplace.  "At the root of the Holocaust lies the long-standing animosity of Christians toward Jews" (Smith 2002, pg 3).  The Jews were already considered in large part, separate from the rest of those in Europe, something less than the rest of the populous.


Not only did the long standing history of anti-Semitism in Europe play a key role in Nazism's ability to succeed, but also the economic state of Germany at the end of World War I.  Germany, as an instigator of the first World War, paid dearly at its end.  The Kaiser fell and a feeble democratic regime was given stewardship over the state.  Democracy was not a popular idea either.  Germany's armies were dismantled as well, and as 1918 came to a close the government relied on "...freebooter military formations..." (Bessel 2004, pg 5).  Germany now had a weak government, no military protection, and to top that all off they also lost their territories and were saddled with massive reparations after the war.  The economy sank into ruin and inflation went through the roof.  Somehow out of all of this a new myth was created, in which Germans were not to blame for the outcome of the first World War, and they were being unfairly punished.


In this environment Hitler established his party, and though it was small at first, he was able to skillfully bring in similarly interested groups and increase his membership.  His paramilitary groups played important roles in protecting the state, before he was in power.  On the outside Nazi's looked like patriotic citizens who sought to re-glorify a German state that was on her knees (Bessel 2004, pg 22).  


When Hitler finally gained more power in government after attracting "...more support from a broader cross-section of the German population than any other political party had ever done before" (Bessel 2004, pg 28).  What sorts of ideologies did the Nazi's appeal to?  One was a sense of community, reuniting the divided Germany under common interests, like the economy.  They also appealed to the young whom were victims of a war they never fought in.  They spoke out against democracy, an already unpopular institution.  The Nazis created many ways for people to become invested in politics, clubs and organizations for everyone.  They also appealed to military interests, speaking of rearmament in the glory of Germany.


What does all of this mean for ethics?  Most of these things sound appealing if one ignores the fact they were all Nazi appeals.  Consider what it would be like to have the promise of a good economy, united community, political involvement (thus implying that people would have a voice, even if this did not end up being the case).  At this point, early in Hitler's rise to power, anti-Semitism was not the focus of his politics, but rather a background element.  Most of those in America understand what it is like to support a political party they only agree with on most points, but not on others.  If one did not agree with anti-Semitism, they might vote for the Nazi party on the ground of the economy.  This became more concrete when Hitler was able to have some success.  He was able to drastically reduce unemployment through state-led initiatives and improve the lives of many working class Germans.


It was only later that the shift to the "Jewish problem" happened in Nazi politics.  After the suspension of constitutional liberties because of what appeared to be a threat to the new, successful, and popular government violence began to be acted out against the Jews.  Given that the government had greatly improved lives, and now claimed that it had real "evidence" that part of Germany's problems were a direct result of the Jewish presence, many people bought into this propaganda and got involved in the pogroms.  One might almost compare this to the backlash against those of Middle Eastern descent in America after September 11.


As a self-policing population developed, disagreeing with the government's policies became more dangerous.  Civilians would turn in other civilians for any number of activities.  As this point of Nazi culture became a reality, disagreeing with the government becomes immoral for a new reason, survival.  If disagreement can mean death, vocal disagreement in particular, then you become more and more complacent to the atrocities around you.

Application


If one is able to understand how Mengele is seen as a moral agent acting out for the all-important German cause for those involved in Nazi politics, they begin to understand the problem.  While most simply write off the actions of fanatical governments as the actions of just one man, a "blame it all on Hitler" mentality, they fail to understand that what happened in Germany was the result of a major cultural shift within the nation.  While it would be fair to say that Hitler is largely to blame for the Holocaust, he does not hold sole blame.  Every German who was complacent in a world of ever increasing violence and anti-Semitism holds some blame in the death of not only millions of Jews, but also the many German soldiers fighting an ideological race war only to meet their demise.


While it takes some critical thinking to see how these elements that are particular to Nazi Germany could be seen as symptoms of a larger illness, it is possible, to examine the politics of many nations and see them at work.  If one were to examine other genocides they would probably be able to add to this list of symptoms.  


Along the path to genocide one can see these markers though: economic ruin, the promise of economic recovery, massive adherence to the same political doctrine, encroachment on constitutional rights, government propaganda, general paranoia, ect.  This may only be the beginning of a large list, but it is a step to understanding the phenomenal change in society necessary to embark on the road to genocide.
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