
Letter to the Editor

Letter inResponse toWinkelmannandSchagen,
SeidelmanandLevi:Call for aNewEra in

Research on ‘‘Medicine/Anatomy
in the ThirdReich’’

To the Editor, Clinical Anatomy:

After reading the letters by Seidelman (2009) and
Levi (2009) concerning the paper by Winkelmann
and Schagen (2009a) regarding Hermann Stieve as
well as the response by the authors, (Winkelmann
and Schagen, 2009b), I believe a note of caution is
in order. Seidelman and Levi recognize the Winkel-
mann and Schagen study as an important piece of
research on the topic but find fault with the repre-
sentation and interpretation of information concern-
ing Stieve’s possible subjection of victims of the
National Socialist regime to putative rape. They go
on to criticize a perceived lack of respect for the vic-
tims by Winkelmann and Schagen. Winkelmann and
Schagen respond by defending their reasoning and
then criticize Seidelman’s interpretation of the data.

I would like to call for a moment of reflection. I
believe this discussion has become too acerbic to be
productive. It should be recognized by all parties
involved that it is time to begin a new era of research
regarding medical practices during the Third Reich.
We are at a time, where we are uniquely positioned
to do this. While Professor Seidelman and his col-
leagues had to fight an unrepentant postwar German
medical establishment for many years until it was
ready to investigate its own involvement in the
Third Reich (Seidelman, 1999), a new generation of
German and international investigators are now
ready to study, understand, and take responsibility
for this history (Hildebrandt, 2009). Only in the last
decade or so have we begun to elucidate the exact
details of what happened, to honor and learn from
these victims so that future ethical decisions are
appropriate. To do this productively, we have to pool
our resources and information together as there
is much work ahead of us for such an endeavor.
We cannot doubt each other’s intentions or moral
integrity if we are to create a common lasting
remembrance of this history.

Lastly, I would like to point out the following: we
may accuse Stieve of ‘‘abject cruelty’’ (Seidelman,
2009) if we recognize the mechanisms by which this
kind of cruelty came about. We have to realize that
the same mechanisms might make some of us also
capable of ‘‘abject cruelty’’ given a similar political

and professional environment. If we do not realize
this potential in ourselves, we may act like the Ger-
man postwar physicians who blamed National Social-
ist medical crimes on ‘‘some rare criminals and psy-
chopaths.’’
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