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In one way, the existence of bioethics is very cheering. It is a fine thing that in our time there is so much ethical discussion about what we should do with the remarkable new developments in biology and medicine. But it is also hard not to be struck by the feeling that much work in bioethics is un-philosophical, in the sense of being unreflective on its own methods.
In particular, much of bioethics seems uncritically Cartesian in approach, in a way which makes the whole subject too easy. People writing about certain practical issues, for instance in medical ethics, often start off with principles which are taken to be selfevident. Or else there is a perfunctory attempt to explain why these are the appropriate principles and then practical conclusions are simply derived from them. Often the result is the mechanical application of some form of utilitarianism to various bioethical problems. Or, alternatively, there is a list of several principles about autonomy, beneficence, and so on, which is again mechanically applied.
What worries me about this approach is that it does not reflect real ethical thinking, which is a two-way process. We do not just start off with a set of axioms and apply them to particular cases. We also try to learn from experience. There is something to be said for a more empirical approach to bioethics. This involves not only looking at principles and thinking
l
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about what they imply. It involves also looking at particular experiences which, collectively, we have had, and seeing what can be learnt from them. Perhaps from these experiences we can learn something about the sorts of approach it would be a good idea to adopt. Sometimes these historical experiences can teach us a different, but still useful, lesson about the kinds of approach it would be a good idea not to adopt. That is one of the reasons for looking at the Nazi experiment in eugenics.
Before talking about the Nazi episode, it is worth mentioning a quite different case which might also be described as, in one sense, a kind of eugenics. In
, thinking about the Nazis, it is important to bear in mind how very different their concerns were from t..;e motives which sometimes make people these days want to be able to choose to have one kind of child rather than another.
A letter was published in an English newspaper, the Guardian, a few years ago. It was at a time when there was a move to try to lower the time limit for legal abortion. Part of the aim of this proposal was to restrict the possibility of so-called "therapeutic abortion," since many of the tests for medical disorders would not give results by the proposed new time limit. Behind the proposal was an opposition to abortion on the "eugenic" grounds of wanting a child without disabil9Y, as opposed to one who had a disability.
Tw parents wrote to the Guardian in these terms:
In December 1986 our newly born daughter was diagnosed to be suffering from a genetically caused disease
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called Dystrophic epidennolysis Bullosa (EB). This is a disease in which the skin of the sufferer is lacking in certain essential fibres. As a result, any contact with her skin caused large blisters to form, which subsequently burst leaving raw open skin that only healed slowly and left terrible scarring. As EB is a genetically caused disease it is incurable and the form that our daughter suffered from usually causes death within the first six months of life. In our daughter's case the condition extended to her digestive and respiratory tracts and as a result of such internal blistering and scarring, she died after a painful and short life at the age of only 12 weeks.
Following our daughter's death we were told that if we wanted any more children, there was a one-in-four probability that any child we conceived would be affected by the disease but that it was possible to detect the disease antenatally. L, May 1987 we decided to restart our family only because we knew that such a test was available and that should we conceive an affected child the pregnancy could be terminated, such a decision is not taken lightly or easily. . .
We have had to watch our first child die slowly and painfully and we could not contemplate having another child if there was a risk that it too would have to die in the same way.
My reaction to this letter is one of complete sympathy with the parents' predicament and complete support for the decision that they took. Of course, this kind of decision raises very real questions. If you choose not to have a disabled child, there is a question about the impact on disabled people already alive, about what it does to the idea of equality of respect for the disabled. There is also an alarming slippery slope. How far should we go in choosing what kinds of people should be born? As soon as we start choosing at all we enter a zone of great moral difficulty
where there are important boundaries to be drawn.
But many people, when they think about this sort of issue, also have a feeling of horror and revulsion, linked in a vague way to the Nazi episode. Of course any morally serious person at our end of the twentieth century is bound to have reactions which are coloured by what the Nazis did. All the same, the Nazi episode is greatly misused in bioethics. People too readily reach for the argument that "the Nazis did this" and that therefore we should not. It is a poor case for eating meat that Hitler was a vegetarian. It is necessary to look and see precisely what the Nazis did, and to look a bit harder than people usually do at exactly what was wrong with what they did.
In the case of the decision not to have another child
with EB, there are two issues. First, is choosing not to have a child with EB in itself a "eugenic" decision, in the objectionable way the Nazi policies were? Second, are we on a slippery slope, which may lead to objectionable Nazi-like policies?
It is worth making a brief mention of the parallel appeal to the Nazi example that is often made in the euthanasia debate. Here it is fairly obvious that the argument is used too crudely. The Nazi "euthanasia" programme (as the quotation marks indicate) was extraordinarily different from anything that other advocates of euthanasia support. The Nazi euthanasia programme was itself bound up with their ideas about eugenics. It was driven by a highly distinctive ideology. For them, it was not at all important to consider the interests of the individual person whose life was in question. Their project was one of tidying up the world, in the interest of what they called "racial hygiene."
The Nazi theorists were concerned with Darwinian natural selection. They were afraid that the "natural" selective pressures, which had functioned to ensure the survival of healthy and strong human beings, no longer functioned in modem society. Because of such things as medical care, and support for the disabled, people who in tougher times would have died were surviving to pass on their genes.
In the Nazi "euthanasia" programme, 70,723 mental patients were killed by carbon monoxide gas. The thinking behind this is not a matter of acting on the patients' wishes. Nor is it a matter of asking whether someone's life is such a nightmare for them that it is in their own interests that they should die. The thinking does not try to see things from the perspective of the individual person at all.
The bible of the Nazi "euthanasia" programme was a book by a lawyer, Karl Binding, and a psychiatrist,
Alfred Hoche, called Permission for the Destruction. of Life Unworthy of Life. In it, Karl Binding wrote: ''The re1atives would of course feel the loss badly, but mankind loses so many of its members through mistakes that one more or less hardly matters." That is very different from the agonized thought that goes into the decisions taken by doctors nowadays, when they wonder whether someone's life should be terminated. "One more or less hardly matters" is not the thinking behind the moral case for euthanasia.
The impersonal approach characteristic of the Nazi programme was expressed in 1939 in Berlin. Victor Brack chaired a meeting about who should be killed. The minutes report his remarks: "The number is

arrived at through a calculation on the basis of a ratio of 1000 to 10 to 5 to l. That means, out of 1000 people 10 require psychiatric treatment, of these 5 in residential form, and of these 1 patient will come out of the programme. If one applies this to the population of the Greater German Reich, then one must reckon with 65 to 75,000 cases. With this statement the question of who can be regarded as settled.,,1
This impersonal approach went all the way through the Nazi programme. A nurse described one of the first transports from the asylum of Jestetten in Wurttemberg: ''The senior sister introduced the patients by name. But the transport leader replied that they did not operate on the basis of names but numbers. And in fact the patients who were to be transported then had numbers written in ink on their wrists, which had been previously dampened with a sponge. In other words the people were transported not as human beings but as cattle.,,2
We all know how the later murder of the Jews was preceded by transport in cattle trucks. Many of the people who ran the Nazis' so-called euthanasia programme moved to Poland to work in the extermination camps there. The ideology behind the murder of the Jews was a mixture of race hatred and the same racial hygiene outlook found in the euthanasia programme.
The ideology was one of racial purity. There was the idea that genetic mixing with other races lowered the quality of people. One of the great fathers of the Nazi eugenics movement was Dr. Eugene Fischer.
Many years before, he had been to South Africa and
in 1913 had published a study of people who he called "Rehoboth bastards." They were children of mixed unions between Boers and Hottentots. He reached the conclusion, on a supposedly scientific basis, that these
children were, as he put it, "of lesser racial quality." He wrote that "We should provide them with the min
imum amount of protection which they require, for survival as a race inferior to ourselves, and we should do this only as long as they are useful to us. After this, free competition should prevail and, in my opinion, this will lead to their decline and destruction.',3
In 1933 Dr Fischer was made the new Rector of Berlin University. In his Rectoral Address he said: ''The new leadership, having only just taken over the reins of power, is deliberately and forcefully intervening in the course of history and in the life of the nation, precisely when this intervention is most urgently, most decisively, and most immediately l needed... This intervention can be characterized as
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a biological population policy, biological in this context signifying the safeguarding by the state of our hereditary endowment and our race." Fischer in 1939 extended this line of thinking specifically to the Jews. He said: "When a people wants to preserve its own nature it must reject alien racial elements. And when these have already insinuated themselves it must suppress them and eliminate them. This is self-defence.',4
As well as belief in racial purity, there was the idea that in a given race only the "best people" should be encouraged to procreate. And the view was that those who are not "the best people" should be discouraged from having children, or even prevented from doing so. In 1934, one of the other fathers of the Nazi eugenics movement, Professor Fritz Lenz, said: "As things are now, it is only a minority of our fellow citizens who are so endowed that their unrestricted procreation is good for the race.',5 Fisher and Lenz, together with their colleagues, had perhaps more impact on the world than any other academics in the twentieth century. In 1923, Adolf Hitler, while confined in Landsberg prison, read their recently published textbook Outline of Human Genetics and Racial Hygiene. He incorporated some of its ideas in
Mein Kampf6 These ideas influenced the Sterilization ,.
Law brought in when Hitler came to power in 1933. This made sterilization compulsory for people with conditions including schizophrenia, manic depression, and alcoholism.
This ideology is not one of the importance of the individual. There is a conception of the pure race and the biologically desirable human being. Reproductive freedom and individual lives are to be sacrificed to these abstractions. One medical model had great influence on the Nazis. It is an appalling medical model: the idea that in treating people who are "racially in
ferior," you are like the doctor who is dealing with a diseased organ in an otherwise healthy body. This analogy was put forward in a paper in 1940 by Konrad Lorenz, the very distinguished ethologist, now remembered for his work on aggression, and whose books on animals had an enormous charm. Lorenz wrote this:
There is a certain similarity between the measures which need to be taken when we draw a broad biological analogy between bodies and malignant tumours, on the one hand, and a nation and individuals within it who have become asocial because of their defective constitution, on the other
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hand. . . Fortunately, the elimination of such elements is easier for the public health position and less dangerous for the supra-individual organism, than such an operation by a surgeon would be for the individual organism.7
The influence in practice of this thinking can be seen very clearly in Robert Jay Lifton's book on the Nazi doctors. He quotes a doctor called Fritz Klein. Dr. Klein was asked how he would reconcile the appalling medical experiments he carried out in Auschwitz with his oath as a doctor. He replied: "Of course I am a doctor and I want to preserve life. And out of respect for human life, I would remove a gangrenous appendix from a diseased body. The Jew is the gangrenous appendix in the body of mankind." This brings out the importance, not just of things people literally believe, but also of the imagery which colours their thinking. Dr Klein cannot literally have believed that Jews were a gangrenous appendix. It would be easier to think that the Nazis were all mad if they literally thought that.
The role of such imagery can be seen again in the way in which racism was given a biological justification. Appalling images likened Jews to vermin, or to dirt and disease. When all Jews were removed from an area, it was called "Judenrein"-clean of Jews. Hans Frank, talking about the decline of a typhus epideniic, said that the removal of what he called "the Jewish element" had contributed to better health in Europe. The Foreign Office Press Chief Schmidt said that the Jewish question was, as he put it, "a question of political hygiene.,,9
This kind of medical analogy was important in Nazi thinking. Hitler said. "The discovery of the Jewish virus is one of the greatest revolutions that have taken place in the world. The battle in which we are engaged today is of the same sort as the battle waged during the last century by Pasteur and Koch. How many diseases have their origin in the Jewish virus! . . . We shall regain our health only by eliminating the Jew.,,10
The medical analogies and the idea of racial hygiene were supplemented by the ideology of Social Darwinism. To study either Nazism or, further back. the origins of the First World War is to see how enormously more influential Social Darwinist ideas have been in our century than one would guess. Social Darwinist ideas were not confined to Germany. They originated in England. It would be unfair to blame Dar
win, who was a very humane person, for these ideas. They were developed by people like Francis Galton and Karl Pearson. Before the First World War, Karl Pearson said that the nation should be kept up to a high pitch of external efficiency by contest, chiefly by way of war with inferior races. The influence of Social Darwinism in Germany was partly the result of the Englishman Houston Stewart Chamberlain, who became an adopted German nationalist, holding that the Germans were a superior race.
Social Darwinism fuelled the naval arms race between Germany and Britain, a contest which helped to cause the First World War. Admiral Tirpitz thought naval expansion was necessary because, if Germany did not join the biological struggle between races, it would go under. When the danger of the arms race was obvious, the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, proposed a naval moratorium on both sides. The German Chancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg, rejected Grey's proposal: "The old saying still holds good that the weak will be the prey of the strong. When a people will not or cannot continue to spend enough on its armaments to be able to make its way in the world, then it falls back into the second rank . . . There will always be another and a stronger there who is ready to take the place in the world which it has vacated." I I
Nazism emerged against this background of belief in life as a ruthless struggle for survival. According to Social Darwinism, victory goes to the strong, the tough, and the hard rather than to those who are gen
. tle and co-operative. The Nazis took this up. They extolled struggle and the survival of the fittest. This led them to abandon traditional moral restraints. One Nazi physician, Dr Arthur Guett, said: "The ill-conceived
'love of thy neighbour' has to disappear. . . It is the supreme duty of the . . . state to grant life and livelihood only to the healthy and hereditarily sound portion of the population in order to secure. . . a hereditarily sound and racially pure people for all eternity." 12
The Nazis also extolled hardness, which they thought led to victory in the struggle for survival. Hitler was proud of his own hardness. He said, "I am perhaps the hardest man this nation has had for 200 years.,,13 The belief in hardness came partly from Nietzsche. He was contemptuous of English biologists, and so was predictably cool about Darwin. Despite this, Nietzsche was in certain respects a Social Darwinist. He too thought compassion for the weak was sentimental nonsense, and advocated struggle and hardness.

Hitler, an admirer of the darker side of Nietzsche, was also a Social Darwinist. One day at lunch he said, "As in everything, nature is the best instructor, even as regards selection. One couldn't imagine a better activity on nature's part than that which consists in deciding the supremacy of one creature over another by means of a constant struggle." He went on to express disapproval of the way "our upper classes give way to a feeling of compassion regarding the fate of the Jews who we claim the right to expel.,,14
This outlook influenced the people who worked in the Nazi eugenic and "euthanasia" programmes. They felt guilty about feelings of compassion, which they were taught were a weakness to overcome. One Nazi doctor involved in killing psychiatric patients as part of the "euthanasia" programme expressed this in a letter to the director of the asylum where he worked, explaining his reluctance to take part in murdering the children there. He wrote,
I am very grateful for you willingly insisting that I should take time to think things over. The new measures are so convincing that I had hoped to be able to discard all personal considerations. But it is one thing to approve state measures with conviction and another to carry them out yourself down to their last consequences. I am thinking of the difference between a judge and an executioner. For this reason, despite my intellectual understanding and good will, I cannot help stating that I am temperamentally not fitted for this. As eager as I often am to correct the natural course of events, it is just as repugnant to me to do so systematically, after cold blooded consideration, according to the objective principles of science, without being affected by a doctor's feeling for his patient. . . I feel emotionally tied to the children as their medical guardian, and i think this emotional contact is not necessarily a weakness from the point of view of a National Socialist doctor. . . I prefer to see clearly and to recognise that I am too gentle for this work than to disappoint you later. IS
This apology for his concern for his patients, his emotional tie to these children, as "not necessarily a weakness in a National Socialist doctor:' shows how deeply ingrained this ideology was.
What lessons can be drawn from this grim episode? Any conclusions from this more empirical approach to ethics have to be tentative. There is always the danger of the mistake attributed to generals and strategists, of preparing for the previous war. There will not be an exact rerun of the Nazi episode, so we have to be flexible in learning from it.
The Nazi episode is evil on such a grand scale that any conclusions drawn from it are likely to seem puny
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by comparison with the events themselves. But it is worth not being deterred by this, and, at the risk of banality, trying to focus on some of the things we should guard against.
One conclusion may be that it is a mistake to let any one system of belief, including a system of ethics, become too abstract. There are dangers in getting too far away from ordinary human emotional responses to people. The worry behind "racial hygiene:' the worry about the consequences of removing "natural" evolutionary selective pressures, was a thought you did not have to be a very evil person to have. We see it as a misguided thought, but it is still one a morally good person might have had. The danger is to get hooked on an idea, such as this one, and then to follow it ruthlessly, trampling on all the normal human feelings and responses to individual people in front of you. This is a general danger in ethics. Even a humane outlook such as utilitarianism can do great harm when applied with ruthless abstraction.
1
Another lesson, in our time fortunately a platitude, is that we should not be thinking in terms of racial pu-
rity and of lesser racial quality. It is not at all clear .
what these phrases mean. They are woolly and muddled ideas, which are manifestly incredibly dangerous. (I mention this platitude because sometimes what was once a platitude stops being one. Who, a few years ago, would have thought it worth stating that "ethnic cleansing" should be utterly rejected?)
There is need for more thought about the answer to the claim about the necessity of replacing evolutionary selective pressures. All of us shudder when we see where this kind of thought led, but few do the thinking to find out exactly what is wrong with the arguments.
It is worth mentioning one thought about this. The fact that we can deal with some disorders, so that people with them are able to survive and have children who then may inherit the disorder, is supposed to be the problem. But, in the case of a disorder where people find their lives worth living, it is not a disaster if they pass on their genes. In the Stone Age, people with poor sight may have lost out in the evolutionary competition. Glasses and contact lenses are among the reasons why they now survive to have children. Their lives are not a disaster, and there is no reason why it is a disaster if their children inherit shortsightedness. To the extent that modern medicine makes possible, not just survival, but a decent quality of life,

472
EUGENICS AND HUMAN GENETICS
the supposed problem to which eugenics seemed to be the answer is not a real one.
Another lesson is the dangers of the group approach. The Nazis thought mainly in terms of nations and races. In decisions about who is to be born, decisions for instance about access to fertility treatment or about genetic screening, it is important to look first and foremost at those immediately involved: at the person who may be born and at the family. In the case of the kind of reproductive intervention where we are choosing the creation of one person rather than another, our central thought ought to be about what one kind of life or another would be like from the point of view of the person living it.
The case is like that of euthanasia. If we are to just-
l
tify euthanasia at all, it has to be justified by saying either that a particular person wants not to go on living, or, where the person is past expressing any view, that their life must seem to them so terrible that it would be a kindness to kill them. We have to look at things from inside in taking these decisions. (Of course this is very difficult, which is a reason for extreme caution.)
It is utterly repugnant that "euthanasia" should be defended for instance on grounds of general social utility, such as the cost of keeping certain people alive. Killing on those grounds is not euthanasia, despite the Nazi attempt to hijack the term for such policies. People now sometimes ignorantly misuse the Nazi policy as though it were a knock-down argument against genuine euthanasia. Those of us who study what the Nazis really did tend to dislike this propagandist move. As with the casual use of "fascist" to describe political opponents, it makes light of something truly terrible, and leaves us without a vocabulary for the real thing. But the one place where the argument from Nazism really does apply is where killing the old or the sick or the insane to benefit other people is advocated.
In the same sort of way, I find repugnant the idea that decisions about the kind of children to be born should be made on grounds of general social utility.
Finally, there are issues about Social Darwinism. Rather few people these days hold Hitler's maniac racist views. But Social Darwinism may be a continuing danger. A crude interpretation of some claims in sociobiology could lend support to a renewed Social Darwinism. In mentioning this, I am not lending support to one crude reaction against sociobiology, a reaction which takes the form of denying any genetic contribution to the explanation of human behaviour. That sort of absolute denial is going to lose out in the intellectual debate. No doubt sometimes the evidence will suggest the existence of a genetic component. But, if people propose social policies supposed to follow from this, we need to look very hard at the supporting arguments. Claims about simple links between biology and social policy are often backed by very dubious arguments. And it is not just that the thinking is poor. The Nazi experience suggests that the conclusions may also be dangerous. The victims of the Nazis were not killed just by gas but also by beliefs, which can be poisonous too.
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