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Preface &:::8 

I became fascinated with the topic of evolutionary ethics while doing 
research for my dissertation, Socialist Darwinism: Evolution in German 
Socialist Thought from Marx to Bernstein (published in 1999). Little 

did I suspect the course my study would take. While examining Darwinian 
discourse in Germany, I found that many Darwinists believed that 
Darwinism had revolutionary implications for ethics and morality, provid
ing a new foundation for ethics and overturning traditional moral codes. 
Intrigued by these ideas, I intended at first merely to describe and analyze 
the development of evolutionary ethics in Germany and elsewhere. 
However, as I began to read the writings of Ernst Haeckel and other early 
Darwinists, my focus shifted to a specific field of ethics-what is today 
called biomedical ethics. 

One cause for this shift was my study of Ernst Haeckel's works, in 
which-to my surprise-he advocated infanticide for babies having certain 
kinds of disabilities. Second, I discovered that many German eugenicists 
wrote essays and passages in their books on how to apply Darwinism to 
ethics. I had not initially intended eugenics to play an important part in 
this study, but I could not avoid it-leaders of the eugenics movement were 
some of the most prominent promoters of evolutionary ethics. 

Last, but certainly not least, James Rachel's book, Created from Animals: 
The Moral Implications of Darwinism (Oxford, 1990), stimulated my think
ing. Rachel's argument that Darwinism undermines the sanctity of human 
life and his support for euthanasia seemed remarkably similar to some of 
the ideas I encountered in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
Germany. Rachel's book-together with what I already knew about the 
views of Haeckel, some social Darwinists, and eugenicists-suggested 
to me a new question to explore: Did German Darwinists use Darwinian 
theory to undermine the traditionally held doctrine of the sanctity of 
human life? To pose the question a different way, what did Darwinism-or 
at least influential proponents of Darwinism-have to say about the value 
of human life? As I framed the question in this way, other issues relating to 
life and death emerged naturally, especially war and racial conflict. 
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As I reformulated my study on evolutionary ethics to include discus
sions on the value of human life, another topic became inescapable: the 
influence of this discourse on Hitler. Hitler was not even on my radar 
screen when I began my research, and Daniel Gasman's one-sided attempt 
to link Haeckel and Hitler made me wary. However, the more books, 
articles, and documents I read by Darwinists and eugenicists in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the more I read by and about 
Hitler, the more I became convinced that there were significant historical 
connections between Darwinism and Hitler's ideology. I will leave it to the 
reader to decide how straight or twisted the path is from Darwinism to 
Hitler after reading my account. It is my task now to trace this path from 
Darwin's time to approximately World War I (in the case of Hitler, I extend 
the discussion a little later chronologically, since all of Hitler's speeches and 
writings came after World War I). 

Some of the material presented in this book has appeared previously in 
journal articles: "The Origins of Social Darwinism in Germany, 1859-1895," 
Journal of the History of Ideas 54 (1993): 469-88; "Darwinism and Death: 
Devaluing Human Life in Germany, 1860-1920," Journal of the History 
of Ideas 63 (2002): 323-44; and "Progress through Racial Extermination: 
Social Darwinism, Eugenics, and Pacifism in Germany, 1860-1918," 
German Studies Review 26 (2003): 273-94. Thanks to the anonymous 
readers and to Diethelm Prowe, editor of German Studies Review, for their 
helpful comments on these essays. 

I would also like to thank the many other people who made this 
book possible. First and foremost, California State University, Stanislaus, 
provided many resources, including a sabbatical and research grants. 
Crucial for this project was the CSU, Stanislaus, Inter-Library Loan depart
ment (thanks, Julie Reuben), without which this study would have been 
extremely difficult or impossible. My colleagues in the History Department 
have given constant encouragement and inspiration. Many thanks also to 
the Center for Science and Culture (especially Jay Richards and Steve 
Meyer), which provided crucial funding and much encouragement, with
out which this project would have taken much longer to complete. I also 
want to thank the Templeton Foundation for their funding of a Faculty 
Summer Seminar in 2001 on "Biology and Purpose: Altruism, Morality, 
and Human Nature in Evolutionary Theory," which helped stimulate my 
thinking. 

I also thank the many libraries and archives who allowed me to gain 
access to the information I needed for my research: University of 
California, Berkeley Library, Stanford University Library and Archives, 
Hoover Institution, Staatsbibliothek Preussischer Kulturbesitz (Berlin), 
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Akademie der Klinste Archives (Berlin), Humboldt University Archives 
(Berlin), Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaft Archives 
(Berlin), Bundesarchiv Koblenz, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek (Munich), 
Ernst-Haeckel-Haus Archives (Jena), University of Freiburg Archives, 
University of Zurich Archives, Wiener Land- und Stadtarchiv (Vienna), 
Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek (Vienna), Forschungsstelle und 
Dokumentationszentrum flir osterreichische Philosophie (Graz), League of 
Nations Archives (Geneva), University of Geneva Archives, and the 
University of Wroclaw Archives. Special thanks to Wilfried Ploetz, who 
allowed me to examine the papers of his father, Alfred Ploetz, and who was 
wonderfully hospitable. 

I have also benefited from my interaction with many colleagues, who 
have contributed immensely to my intellectual development and without 
whom this project would have been impossible. I would especially like to 
thank Mitch Ash and Allan Megill for grounding me in German intellec
tual history and the history of science. I'm especially grateful to Edward 
Ross Dickinson for reading part of the manuscript and making suggestions 
for improvement, as well as his input at conferences and via e-mail 
exchanges. Many others-too numerous to name-provided input at con
ferences, through e-mail, or especially through their books and articles. 
Whatever faults remain are mine alone, but any merit in this work owes 
much to these and other scholars, most of whose names may be found in 
my bibliography. 

My editor, Brendan O'Malley, did a terrific job. He kept me well
informed at each stage of the review process and answered all my concerns 
in a timely fashion. Many thanks to him for all this. 

Finally, I would like to thank my parents, Ray and Lois, for their 
support and encouragement in ways far too numerous to list. I dedicate this 
book to my wife, Lisa, and my six precious children: Joy, John, Joseph, 
Miriam, Christine, and Hannah. They brought me great joy while I was 
working on this project and were a constant reminder of the immense value 
of human life. 
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Controversy began raging immediately after Darwin's Origin of 
Species appeared in 1859, and the dispute was not only about 
whether organisms arose through supernatural or natural means. 

Many of Darwin's contemporaries found the moral implications of his 
theory unsettling, despite the fact that he did not publicly discuss human 
evolution or its implications for morality until 1871 in The Descent afMan. 
A good deal of the initial resistance to Darwinism sprang from a perceived 
threat to the moral order. Adam Sedgwick, Darwin's former mentor in nat
ural science at the University of Cambridge, expressed this fear poignantly 
in a letter to Darwin in 1859, shortly after reading The Origin of Species. 
He stated, "Passages in your book ... greatly shocked my moral taste." He 
further explained, 

There is a moral or metaphysical part of nature as well as a physical. A man 
who denies this is deep in the mire of folly. Tis the crown and glory of 
organic science that it does, thro' final cause, link material to moral; ... You 
have ignored this link; and, ifI do not mistake your meaning, you have done 
your best in one or two pregnant cases to break it. Were it possible (which, 
thank God, it is not) to break it, humanity, in my mind, would suffer a dam
age that might brutalize it, and sink the human race into a lower grade of 
degradation than any into which it has fallen since its written records tell us 
of its history. 1 

Sedgwick was not the only one to accuse Darwin of undermining 
morality. William Jennings Bryan's campaign against Darwinism in early 
twentieth-century America was largely motivated by concern over the 
moral implications of Darwinism. As a pacifist, Bryan was outraged by the 
Darwinian rhetoric of German militarists, whom he held responsible for 
the outbreak of World War 1. Horrified by the wanton slaughter of 
supposedly civilized nations, he agreed with Sedgwick that Darwinism had 
a brutalizing and degrading effect on people. Germans also expressed 
concern about the moral implications of Darwinism. A Protestant pastor, 



2 From Darwin to Hitler 

Rudolf Schmid, reported in his 1876 book that many critics of Darwinism 
view it as "only an unproven hypothesis that threatens to become a rorch, 
which could reduce the most noble and highest cultural achievements of 
the past century to a heap of ashes. "2 

Creationists still routinely accuse Darwinism of undermining morality, 
while, on the opposite side of the spectrum, some Darwinists today exult 
in the moral liberation of Darwinism. Daniel Dennett, a leading material
ist philosopher, extols Darwin's Dangerous Idea, which he calls a "universal 
acid," dissolving traditional ideas about religion and morality. The famous 
bioethicist Peter Singer and his compatriot James Rachels argue that 
because Darwinism effectively discredits the Judeo-Christian conception of 
the sanctity of human life, therefore abortion, euthanasia, and infanticide 
can be morally justified. While Singer and Rachels may see this as morally 
liberating, I suspect that Sedgwick would have considered their views a 
dramatic confirmation of his prediction about the brutalizing tendencies of 
Darwinism. 

Indeed, Sedgwick did not have to wait very long to have his fears 
confirmed. Many Darwinists in the late nineteenth century began applying 
Darwinism to ethical issues, including questions about the value of human 
life. Robby Kossmann, a German zoologist who later became a medical 
professor, was perhaps more forthright than most when in an 1880 essay, 
"The Importance of the Life of an Individual in the Darwinian World 
View," he declared 

that the Darwinian world view must look upon the present sentimental 
conception of the value of the life of a human individual as an overestimate 
completely hindering the progress of humanity. The human state also, like 
every animal community of individuals, must reach an even higher level of 
perfection, if the possibility exists in it, through the destruction of the less well
endowed individual, for the more excellently endowed to win space for the 
expansion of its progeny .... The state only has an interest in preserving the 
more excellent life at the expense of the less excellent.3 

Kossmann's views on life and death were shocking and provocative for his 
time, but, as we shall see, many of his fellow Darwinists expressed similar 
ideas. 

By the early twentieth century, ideas like Kossmann's had spread widely, 
especially as the Darwinian-inspired eugenics movement-defining itself as 
the science of improving human heredity-blossomed. Not all eugenicists 
agreed, however, on where to focus their efforts. Who fit into Kossmann's cat
egories of "less well-endowed" or "less excellent"? Whose life was less valuable 
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or-to use the term constantly bandied about by eugenicists-"inferior"? 
The question itself and the presuppositions behind it are, in my view, 
pernicious, but social Darwinists and eugenicists were fearful that various 
aspects of modern civilization contributed to biological degeneration. Their 
campaign to combat the dreaded degeneration focussed on rwo groups 
allegedly threatening the health and vitality of the human species: the 
disabled and those of non-European races. Though sometimes disagreeing on 
which group posed the greater danger, many-probably most--eugenicists 
regarded both the disabled and non-European races (sometimes even 
non-Germanic Europeans) as inferior and favored measures to eliminate 
them in some way, either now or in the future. 

Among those embracing social Darwinism and a racist version of 
eugenics was an Austrian-born German politician, whose name-Hitler
immediately conjures up images of evil and death. Since Hitler is the epit
ome of wickedness, while Darwin is generally held in high esteem, any link 
between them immediately arouses incredulity, and with good reason. 
Obviously, Darwin was no Hitler. The contrast between the personal lives 
and dispositions of these two men could hardly be greater. Darwin 
eschewed politics, retreating to his country home in Down for solitude to 
conduct biological research and to write. Hitler as a demagogue lived and 
breathed politics, stirring the passions of crowds through frenzied speeches. 
Politically Darwin was a typical English liberal, supporting laissez-faire 
economics and opposing slavery. Like most of his contemporaries, Darwin 
considered non-European races inferior to Europeans, but he never 
embraced Aryan racism or rabid anti-Semitism, central features of Hitler's 
political philosophy. 

So, what are the connections berween Darwinism and Hitler and are 
they really all that significant? Perhaps we should pose the question this 
way: Did Hitler hijack Darwinism and hold it hostage to his own malevo
lent political philosophy, or did he merely climb on board and follow it to 
its destination? The latter view might be oversimplified as follows: First, 
Darwinism undermined traditional morality and the value of human life. 
Then, evolutionary progress became the new moral imperative. This aided 
the advance of eugenics, which was overtly founded on Darwinian 
principles. Some eugenicists began advocating euthanasia and infanticide 
for the disabled. On a parallel track, some prominent Darwinists argued 
that human racial competition and war is part of the Darwinian struggle 
for existence. Hitler imbibed these social Darwinist ideas, blended in 
virulent anti-Semitism, and-there you have it: Holocaust. 

Many scholars have, in fact, argued for the importance of Darwinism
or at least social Darwinism-in preparing the ground for Nazi ideology 
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and the Holocaust.4 In his study on the influence of social Darwinism on 
the formulation of Nazi ideology, Hans-Gunther Zmarzlik wrote that "an 
analysis of Social Darwinism reveals a process of declining standards, 
accompanied by a tendency to sacrifice the individual to the species, to 
devaluate the humanitarian idea of equality from the standpoint of a 
'natural' inequality, to subordinate ethical norms to biological needs."5 
Richard J. Evans has recently defended Zmarzlik's position against revisionists 
who downplay the significance of social Darwinism in helping produce 
Nazi ideology.6 

The opposing view-that Hitler hijacked Darwinism-has significant 
supporting arguments, for many scholars have pointed out that Darwinism 
did not lead to anyone particular political philosophy or practice. Social 
Democrats with impeccable Marxist credentials were enthusiastic about 
Darwinism and even considered it a corroboration of their own worldview. 
After reading Darwin's Origin of Species, Karl Marx wrote to Friedrich 
Engels, "Although developed in a coarse English manner, this is the book 
that contains the foundation in natural history for our view."7 
Furthermore, many pacifists, feminists, birth control advocates, and homo
sexual rights activists-some of whom were persecuted and even killed by 
the Nazis-were enthusiastic Darwinists and used Darwinian arguments to 
support their political and social agendas. Eugenics discourse was com
monplace all across the political spectrum, causing the historian Atina 
Grossmann to convincingly argue that the path from eugenics and sex 
reform to Nazism was "a convoluted and highly contested route."g Nazism 
was not predetermined in Darwinism or eugenics, not even in racist forms 
of eugenics. 

The multivalence of Darwinism and eugenics ideology, especially when 
applied to ethical, political, and social thought, together with the multiple 
roots of Nazi ideology, should make us suspicious of monocausal 
arguments about the origins of the Nazi worldview. The Jewish historian 
Steven Aschheim, however, has rightly warned that, despite the daunting 
complexity of the task, we should never cease trying to trace the intellectual 
influences on the Nazis. Just because Darwinism does not lead inevitably to 
Nazism does not mean that we can strike Darwinism off the list of 
influences that helped produce Hitler's worldview and thus paved the way 
to the Holocaust. Aschheim states, 

The path from Darwinism, Wagnerism, Nietzscheanism, and even racism 
and anti-Semitism to Nazis, it is clear, was never simple or direct. Different 
roads did, of course, lead in different directions. Nevertheless, twisted 
though it may have been, one did, in point of fact, lead to Auschwitz. 
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However great the perils of teleology, they should not blunt our determination 
to understand the ptocesses and impulses that, at least in one instance, led to 
this destination. The fear of complexity is a poor reason, I believe, to 
abandon cultural histoty.9 

So, while remaining ever cognizant of the multiple potentialities of 
Darwinian, eugenic, and racist discourse in the pre-Nazi period, we should 
not close our eyes to the many similarities and parallels with later Nazi 
thinking, either. (I would also like to make clear from the outset that, while 
stressing intellectual history in this work, I recognize the influence of polit
ical, social, economic, and other factors in the development of ideologies in 
general and of Nazism in particular-but these topics are outside the scope 
of this study.) 

Kevin Repp maintains precisely this balance in his fascinating work on 
German social reformers active around the turn of the twentieth century. 
Repp's thesis is that the social reform milieu in Wilhelmine Germany
which included many moral reformers and eugenicists (some of whom are 
prominent in this study)-contained many different possibilities, some 
benign, some malevolent. There were multiple paths to modernity, and 
most did not lead in the direction of Nazism. Nonetheless, he acknowl
edges that some aspects of German social reform in the early twentieth cen
tury did contribute to the development of Nazi ideology, and Darwinism 
played a key role in this: "Confused, distorted, repulsive though it was, 
however, the Nazi synthesis of Darwinism and national community bore 
more than a surface resemblance to the discursive terrain Wilhelmine 
reformers were attempting to reclaim in the vastly altered landscape of 
Weimar politics."10 While continually reminding us that the Wilhelmine 
social reformers were not proto-Nazis, Repp nonetheless does not exoner
ate them completely, insisting, 

Yet the enthusiasms of Wilhelmine feminists and other reformers for racial 
hygiene and population policy are also linked to the inhuman brutality of 
the holocaust, as Greven-Aschoff and Gerhard suggest, since they cast an 
aura of legitimacy around such concepts, a legitimacy they would otherwise 
never have enjoyed in many circles, and that far outlived the fleeting hisror
ical circumstances that initially evoked those enthusiasms. I I 

Not only eugenics and social reform movements, but German 
anthropology-a crucial element in our study because of its legitimization 
of scientific racism on Darwinian grounds-also contained political and 
moral ambiguities. In his study of German anthropology in the late nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries, Andrew Zimmerman points out the 
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"multivalent and contradictory potentials" inherent in that discipline. 
Nonetheless, he acknowledges that German anthropology "provided a 
series of practices, theories, and ideologies for some of the greatest evils of 
human history: colonialist and Nazi genocide."12 No matter how crooked 
the road was from Darwin to Hitler, clearly Darwinism and eugenics 
smoothed the path for Nazi ideology, especially for the Nazi stress on 
expansion, war, racial struggle, and racial extermination. 

One's perspective on how straight or how crooked the path was from 
Darwinism to Nazism also depends on which aspects of Nazism one is 
considering, since social Darwinism was only one component-albeit a 
central one-in Nazi ideology. If one concentrates on anti-Semitism, surely 
an important part of Hitler's worldview, then there does not seem to be any 
direct connection between Darwinism and Nazism. 13 Some Jews were avid 
Darwinists, some were eugenicists, and a few will figure prominently in the 
pages of this work. 14 Many other aspects of Hitler's worldview and politi
cal practice, too-dictatorship, for instance-seem to have little to do with 
Darwinism. However, if we focus more narrowly on the question of ethics, 
the value of human life, and racism, as I will do in the succeeding pages, 
the historical connections appear more significant. Sheila Faith Weiss, after 
adequately demonstrating the Darwinian roots of eugenics, is probably 
right when she contends, 

Finally, one might add, to categorize people as "valuable" and "valueless," to 

view people as little more than variables amenable to manipulation for some 
"higher end," as Schallmayer and all German eugenicists did, was to embrace 
an outlook that led, after many twists and turns, to the slave-labor and death 
camps of Auschwitz. 15 

Let us briefly explore these connections between Darwinism and Hitler 
before moving on. 

First, it is important to understand that on the whole Hitler's view of 
ethics and morality was by no means conservative or reactionary, despite 
the fact that some of his specific positions were. For example, some schol
ars focussing on Hitler's rejection of feminism and abortion have branded 
Hitler's ideology as reactionary.16 However, as Michael Burleigh and 
Wolfgang Wippermann have shown in The Racial State: Germany, 
1933-1945, Nazi ideology cannot be pigeon-holed so easily, because Hitler 
opposed feminism and abortion on totally different grounds than did 
traditional conservatives. He believed that feminism and abortion were 
biologically deleterious and thus antiscientific (and he only opposed abor
tion for ''Aryans''). Though some of his policies lined up with conservatism, 
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Hitler saw himself as a revolutionary who would bring advancement and 
progress to Germany and the world. 17 Burleigh is right to argue that 
Nazism was "a dystopian attempt to fabricate 'new' men and women by 
erasing or transforming their 'inherited' ethical values in favor of others 
derived from a modernized and scientized version of pre-Judeo-Christian 
conduct. In other words, it was a case of ancient or primitive civilizations 
put through the refracting mirrors of Darwin and Nietzsche."18 

Hitler's view of ethics can probably be summed up in the following 
quotation: "The ethical ideal demands of us, that we place our entire life in 
its service; and the racial ideal is such that we really can live according to it. 
With every deed and with every inaction, we have to ask ourselves: does it 
benefit our race? And then make our decision accordingly." Neither Hitler 
nor any of his entourage penned this. Rather a leading Darwinian biologist, 
the geneticist Fritz Lenz, who in 1923 became professor of eugenics at the 
University of Munich, made this assertion in his 1917 article, "Race as a 
Principle of Value: Toward Renovating Ethics." In 1933, Lenz boasted that 
this article "contained all the basic characteristics of the National Socialist 
world view.,,19 

One fundamental component of this Nazi worldview was human 
inequality, the notion that humans have differing values depending on their 
biological characteristics. Hitler in Mein Kampf expressed this view repeat
edly. He explained that his worldview 

by no means believes in the equality of races, but recognizes along with their 
differences their higher or lower value, and through this knowledge feels 
obliged, according to the eternal will that rules this universe, to promote the 
victory of the better, the stronger, and to demand the submission of the 
worse and weaker. It embraces thereby in principle the aristocratic law of 
nature and believes in the validity of this law down to the last individual 
being. It recognizes not only the different value of races, but also the differ
ent value of individuals .... But by no means can it approve of the right of 
an ethical idea existing, if this idea is a danger for the racial life of the bearer 
of a higher ethics.2o 

I will explain this statement in greater detail later (in chapter 11 on Hitler), 
but for now suffice it to say that Hitler believed that these biologically 
unequal humans, just as all other organisms, were locked in an eternal, 
inescapable Darwinian struggle for existence. The strong triumph and the 
weak perish. 

Darwinian terminology and rhetoric pervaded Hitler's writings and 
speeches, and no one to my knowledge has ever even questioned the 
common assertion by scholars that Hitler was a social Darwinist. It is too 
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obvious to deny.21 In order to rescue Darwinian science from the taint of 
Nazism, however, some historians assert that Hider's views were pseudo
scientific or eccentric, or they refer to his views of Darwinism as crude or 
vulgar. In her wonderful book on Hitler's Vienna, for example, Brigitte 
Hamann stated, "Almost all of the theories Hider preferred have in 
common that they were not in agreement with academic science but were 
the products of the idiosyncratic thought processes of private scholars who 
were full of contempt for established scientists, who hardly ever accepted 
them either, and for good reason."22 On the contrary, however, many 
recent studies about Nazi science, especially those relating to biology, 
medical science, and eugenics, demonstrate that many mainstream scien
tists, professors, and physicians-including those identifYing with the 
political Left-upheld views about Darwinism and eugenics quite similar 
to Hider's.23 Fritz Lenz was not the only scientist to recognize the affinity 
of his views with Nazism. My study will demonstrate that many of Hider's 
ideas derived ultimately from respectable scientists and scholars who were 
grappling with the implications of Darwinism for ethics and society 
(though Hider probably imbibed them mosdy second or third hand). 
These included not only prominent scientists and physicians, but also 
professors of philosophy, economics, and geography. 

Even Hider's social Darwinist views on racial extermination were upheld 
by prominent Darwinian scientists and social thinkers, though often with
out reference to Jews. Many Darwinian biologists and social theorists 
explained that racial extinction was inescapable and even beneficial, for it 
brought about evolutionary progress for the species as a whole.24 A promi
nent Darwinian ethnologist, Oscar Peschel, editor of the journal Das 
Ausland, explained already in IS70-before Darwin published The Descent 
of Man and long before Hider's birth-that ethics could not oppose the 
natural process of racial annihilation: 

Everything that we acknowledge as the right of the individual will have to 
yield to the urgent demands of human society, if it is not in accord with the 
latter. The decline of the Tasmanians therefore should be viewed as a geo
logical or paleontological fate: the stronger variety supplants the weaker. This 
extinction is sad in itself, but sadder still is the knowledge, that in this world 
the physical order treads down the moral order with every confrontation.25 

Peschel would thus have us believe that nature trumps ethics every time, 
with science teaching us to resign ourselves to the fact that there are no uni
versal human rights, not even the right to life. No wonder Sedgwick was 
worried. 
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Hitler will be discussed at length in chapter 11, where I explain how 
Hitler drew upon a bountiful fund of social Darwinist thought to construct 
his own racist philosophy. What really concerns me in this work, though, 
is not so much Hitler, but Darwinism, especially the implications of 
Darwinism for ethics and for our understanding of human life and death. 
When I use the term Darwinism in this study, I mean the theory of evolu
tion through natural selection as advanced by Darwin in The Origin of 
Species. In the late nineteenth century, however, the term Darwinism was 
often used loosely. Sometimes it meant the idea of biological evolution in 
general, other times it referred to Darwin's particular theory of natural 
selection (as I am using it in this work), and elsewhere it meant an entire 
naturalistic worldview with biological evolution as its centerpiece. Among 
those who accepted the validity of biological evolution in the late 
nineteenth century, disagreements arose concerning the mechanism. 
Many biologists adopted Lamarckism, the now-discredited view that 
organisms pass on acquired characteristics to their offspring. However, 
Lamarckian explanations were not contradictory to Darwin's idea of natu
ral selection (even Darwin accepted a measure of Lamarckism), and most 
German biologists in the nineteenth century followed Ernst Haeckel's lead 
in synthesizing Darwinism and Lamarckism. 

I also need to make clear from the start that this is a historical study. 
When I draw connections between Darwin, German Darwinists, eugeni
cists, racial theorists, or militarists, I am not thereby endorsing their logic
I leave it to the reader to decide the logic of their case. Nor am I making 
the absurd claim that Darwinism oflogical necessity leads (directly or indi
rectly) to Nazism. In philosophical terms, Darwinism was a necessary, but 
not a sufficient, cause for Nazi ideology. But however logical or illogical the 
connections are between Darwinism and Nazism, historically the connec
tions are there and they cannot be wished away. 

Second, I need to stress that I am restricting my discussion about the 
impacts of Darwinism to its influence on ethical and social thought, espe
cially on ideas about what is currently called biomedical ethics. I will focus 
primarily on Darwinian influence on eugenics, euthanasia, racial theory, and 
militarism in Germany. While these were fundamental features of Nazi ide
ology, I do not think it serves any purpose to label those holding these views 
as proto-Nazi, as though Nazism inevitably flowed from their views. Many of 
the figures I will discuss were liberals of some sort; some were socialists; some 
were pacifists; some were even Jews. Nevertheless, when we turn the spotlight 
away from political ideology and focus on ethics, the value of human life, and 
racial ideology, we often find that Darwinists who were poles apart politically 
had more in common than we may have suspected at first glance. 
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Another reason that the Darwinian devaluing of human life should not 
be treated as proto-Nazi is because similar ideas circulated in the United 
States, Britain, and other democratic countries. Ian Dowbiggin and Nick 
Kemp in their fine studies of the history of the euthanasia movement in the 
United States and Britain, respectively, both emphasize the crucial role 
played by Darwinism in initiating and ideologically underpinning the 
euthanasia movement. Dowbiggin states, "The most pivotal turning point 
in the early history of the euthanasia movement was the coming of 
Darwinism to America."26 Kemp strongly supports this point, claiming, 
"While we should be wary of depicting Darwin as the man responsible for 
ushering in a secular age we should be similarly cautious of underestimat
ing the importance of evolutionary thought in relation to the questioning 
of the sanctity of human life."27 

Many studies on the eugenics movement in the United States, Europe, 
and elsewhere likewise show the importance of Darwinism in mediating a 
shift toward eugenics and other related ideas, including biological deter
minism, inegalitarian ism, scientific racism, and the devaluing of human 
life.28 The ideas expressed by Madison Grant, president of the New York 
Zoological Society, in The Passing of the Great Race (1916), sound 
ominously close to Nazi ways of thinking (and Hitler owned the German 
translation of Grant's book). Therein Grant wrote, "Mistaken regard for 
what are believed to be divine laws and a sentimental belief in the sanctity 
of human life tend to prevent both the elimination of defective infants and 
the sterilization of such adults as are themselves of no value to the community. 
The laws of nature require the obliteration of the unfit, and human life is 
valuable only when it is of use to the community or race."29 Stefan Kiihl 
has even explicitly shown the many links between the American eugenics 
movement and the Nazi eugenics program.30 Thus, the Darwinian devalu
ing of human life was not just a German phenomenon, and it led to many 
human tragedies outside of Germany, such as the compulsory sterilization 
campaigns in the United States and Scandinavia. Nowhere did it reach the 
catastrophic level of Germany, however, since only in Germany did a 
dictator rule with the power to pursue his radical agenda under the cover 
of war. 

Evolutionary theory in general and Darwinism in particular had a 
tremendous impact on German thought. Darwin wrote to Wilhelm Preyer 
in 1868, "The support which I receive from Germany is my chief ground 
for hoping that our views will ultimately prevail."3l Already in the 1860s 
and 1870s, many young German biologists began promoting Darwinism, 
while some prominent biologists and other scholars, such as the famous 
theologian David Friedrich Strauss and the neo-Kantian philosopher 
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Friedrich Albert Lange, began appealing to Darwinism to support their 
political and social theories.32 By the 1890s so many biologists and social 
theorists had tried to apply the Darwinian struggle for existence to human 
society that Ludwig Woltmann, who at that stage in his life criticized such 
attempts, began referring to them collectively as social Darwinists.33 

Not only can the influence of Darwinism be gauged by the outpouring 
of books and articles in late nineteenth-century Germany, Austria, and 
Switzerland (henceforth when I refer collectively to the German-speaking 
lands I will use the term Germany as shorthand) discussing the social and 
ethical applications of Darwinism, but we also find it frequently in autobi
ographical testimony. Richard Goldschmidt (1878-1958), one of the lead
ing geneticists of the twentieth century, captures some of the pathos of his 
encounter with Darwinian literature in his youth. At age 16, he explained, 
he read Ernst Haeckel's Natural History of Creation 

with burning eyes and soul. It seemed that all problems of heaven and earth 
were solved simply and convincingly; there was an answer ro every question 
which troubled the young mind. Evolution was the key to everything and 
could replace all the beliefs and creeds which one was discarding. There were 
no creation, no God, no heaven and hell, only evolution and the wonderful 
law of recapitulation which demonstrated the fact of evolution to the most 
stubborn believer in creation. I was so fascinated and shaken up that I had 
to communicate to others my new knowledge, and this was done in the 
schoolyard, on school picnics, and among friends. I remember vividly a scene 
during a school picnic when I stood surrounded by a group of schoolboys to 
whom I expounded the gospel of Darwinism as Haeckel saw it.34 

Goldschmidt claims that his experience of embracing this Darwinian 
worldview (a fa Haeckel) was typical for educated young people of his day, 
and abundant testimony from his contemporaries confirms this. In 1921 
the physiologist Max Verworn stated, "One can state without exaggeration 
that no scientist has exercised a greater influence on the development of our 
contemporary worldview than Haeckel."35 

Ernst Haeckel, the most famous German Darwinist of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, enthusiastically adopted Darwin's 
theory of natural selection and applied the struggle for existence to humans 
in many of his writings.36 He believed the most important aspect of 
Darwinism was the animal ancestry of humans, which would "bring forth 
a complete revolution in the entire world view of humanity." The theory of 
human evolution would "necessarily penetrate deeper than every other 
advance of the human mind" and would help integrate all branches of 
knowledge.37 Haeckel congratulated Darwin on his seventieth birthday for 
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having "shown man his true place in nature and thereby overthrowing the 
anthropocentric fable," that is, the idea that humans are the center of the 
cosmos and history.38 In his writings, he often criticized the "anthropocen
tric fable" as a religious idea no longer tenable in the light of Darwinian 
science.39 

The physician Ludwig BUchner, a famous scientific materialist and one 
of the most important popularizers of Darwinian theory in late nineteenth
century Germany, agreed. He wrote to Hermann Schaffhausen, the anthro
pologist who had discovered the Neanderthal fossils: 

As the new conception of nature [i.e., Darwinism] gradually prevails, so with 
it is produced, as I believe, one of the greatest transformations and one of the 
greatest advances, which human knowledge has ever undergone ... At the 
same time a clarity and simplicity never before suspected will enter our entire 
philosophy.40 

Haeckel, BUchner, and many young men and women influenced by 
them saw Darwinism as more than merely a biological theory. For them it 
was a central ingredient of a new worldview that was locked in combat with 
traditional Christian religion and indeed any dualistic religion or philoso
phy. Alfred Grotjahn, professor of social hygiene at the University of Berlin 
and leading figure in the eugenics movement, fondly recalled the time in 
his youth when he read BUchner's book, Force and Matter, which stripped 
him of all traces of religious faith. BUchner's Darwinian materialism influ
enced not only him, but many of his generation, according to Grotjahn 
(who was born in 1869): "Like hundreds of thousands of other young peo
ple it swept my brain clear of metaphysical conceptions at an age decisive 
in the development of my world view and freed me up to receive positivist 
views and this-worldly ethical values.,,41 Many other German scholars and 
intellectuals have similarly testified that in their youth their encounters 
with popular Darwinist writings-especially those by Haeckel and 
BUchner-were decisive in the formation of their worldviews.42 

While BUchner defended a materialist worldview, where mind is merely 
a function of matter, Haeckel called his philosophy monism, viewing mat
ter and mind as inextricably united everywhere. For Haeckel even inani
mate matter and single-celled organisms possess psychical characteristics. 
Sometimes Haeckel called his view pantheism, which he considered a 
synonym for monism. He also admitted, however, that pantheism is the same 
as atheism.43 In any case, whether materialist, monist, or positivist, the 
Darwinian worldview advanced by these and most other leading Darwinists
and certainly by most Darwinian social thinkers-was fully naturalistic, that 
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is, it explained all phenomena, including religion, ethics, and human behavior, 
as products of natural causation subject to scientific laws. 

Whatever Haeckel, Buchner, Carneri, and other leading Darwinists 
might have disagreed on, they agreed that natural processes could account 
for all aspects of human society and behavior, including ethics. They denied 
any possibility of divine intervention, heaped scorn on mind-body dual
ism, and rejected free will in favor of complete determinism. For them 
every feature of the cosmos-including the human mind, society, and 
morality-could be explained by natural cause and effect. Everything was 
thus subject to the ineluctable laws of nature. As a corollary to this, science 
became the arbiter of all truth. Not even ethics or morality could escape the 
judgments and pronouncements of science. 

Almost all the thinkers I will discuss in this study embraced this natura
listic Darwinian worldview. There were, of course, many of their contem
poraries who accepted the validity of evolution for biological processes, but 
denied it any influence on theology, ethics, or social thought. German the
ologians in the late nineteenth century, partly because of the onslaught of 
antireligious Darwinists, but even more in response to the rise of biblical 
criticism (which they generally embraced), drew a strict line of separation 
between God and nature. The latter was science's province, while the former 
belonged to theology. This made their theology impervious to scientific 
assault (but also less relevant to the real world).44 Most German philoso
phers and many sociologists reacted to the encroachments of science on their 
domains in a similar manner, adopting the philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey's 
distinction between the natural sciences and the human sciences. Dilthey 
and his followers vehemently denied that the scientific method could be 
applied to the social sciences, agreeing with G. E. Moore that any attempt 
to derive morality from nature is to commit the "naturalistic fallacy.,,45 
However, despite those who resisted the naturalistic Darwinian worldview, 
many others embraced it zealously, especially scientists and physicians. 
Indeed, among scientists and physicians the voices of support for a natura
listic Darwinian worldview were far stronger than the voices of opposition. 
Most of the opposition came from the humanities. It is the naturalistic 
Darwinists, then, those who tried to apply biological evolution to ethics, 
rather than those denying its applicability, on whom we focus in this work. 

The question then naturally arises: Are the intellectual developments 
I portray in this work the product of something specifically Darwinian or 
do they flow from a more general naturalistic (materialistic or monistic) 
worldview? This is a difficult question, for the historical connections 
between Darwinism and naturalism are incredibly complicated. Some 
historical evidence suggests that Darwinism may not have been all that 
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influential in promoting philosophical naturalism; these include the 
following points: (1) naturalism was on the rise before Darwin published 
his theory (in Germany the three most prominent scientific materialists
Ludwig BUchner, Karl Vogt, and Jakob Moleschott-published their most 
famous works in the 1850s); (2) the related issue that many people 
embraced Darwinism after embracing naturalism; and (3) many people 
embraced Darwinism without embracing naturalism (e.g., neo-Kantians, 
Christian theologians). However, while these points demonstrate that there 
was not a necessary relationship between Darwinism and materialism or 
monism (one could and did exist in the absence of the other), nevertheless 
strong connections developed historically between Darwinism and natural
ism in late nineteenth-century Germany that require some explanation. 
Factors linking the two include: (1) most materialists and monists adopted 
Darwinism with alacrity and argued that it supported their materialistic or 
monistic metaphysics; (2) many people claimed that Darwinism was the 
key factor converting them to materialism or monism; and (3) leading 
Darwinian biologists and ethical philosophers overtly argued that 
Darwinism implied psychological determinism and thus a materialistic 
view of the mind. 

The historical picture is further muddied by the fact that some leading 
voices in spreading Darwinism made the controversial claim that they were 
promoting not just a biological theory, but a Darwinian worldview as well. 
Even though they may have embraced their metaphysical views before 
adopting Darwinism, it was convenient to claim scientific sanction for their 
metaphysics. So how can we make sense of this confusing and often 
contradictory landscape of Darwinism and metaphysics? I suggest that the 
reception of Darwinism in nineteenth-century thought was both influ
enced by and an influence on the spread of a naturalistic paradigm. To 
consider this counterfactually, I would assert that without Darwinism, 
materialism would still have increased during the late nineteenth century, 
but it would have been far less persuasive and thus would have gained fewer 
adherents than it actually did.46 

Despite the sometimes tight relationship between Darwinism and 
naturalism, it is still relevant to return to the question: Which more directly 
influenced ethical and moral ideas-Darwinism or naturalism? Some of the 
ideas about morality I discuss are specifically Darwinian, drawing on 
elements of biological theory as justification. Others seem to have no 
Darwinian content, but rely on more general naturalistic principles. 
Interestingly, however, many naturalistic Darwinists argued that 
Darwinism justified these principles as well, so the situation is not at all 
clear-cut. 
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Since Darwinian naturalism permeated the early eugenics movement, we 
will examine in this study a number of prominent eugenicists. Not only did 
many leading Darwinists embrace eugenics, but also most eugenicists
certainly all the early leaders-considered eugenics a straightforward appli
cation of Darwinian principles to ethics and society. Darwin's cousin, 
Francis Galton, the founder of modern eugenics, developed his ideas upon 
reading Darwin's Origin of Species, and German eugenics leaders likewise 
relied heavily on Darwinian principles.47 Alfred Ploetz, who founded both 
the German Society for Race Hygiene (the first eugenics organization in the 
world) and also one of the first journals devoted to eugenics, was decisively 
influenced by Haeckel in his youth. He informed a friend in 1892 that his 
main ideas about eugenics were drawn from Darwinism, and he often 
praised Haeckel as a key influence on his worldview.48 He also told Haeckel 
that his newly founded journal "will stand on the side of Darwinism," which 
was abundantly clear from the advertisement he sent to prospective sub
scribers, saturated as it was with Darwinian terminology.49 Furthermore, 
one of Ploetz's coeditors was Ludwig Plate, a Darwinian zoologist who took 
over Haeckel's professorship at the University of Jena when Haeckel retired. 
It was no surprise that Ploetz recruited the two leading Darwinists in 
Germany-Haeckel and August Weismann-to become honorary members 
of the Society for Race Hygiene when he founded it in 1905. 

The Krupp Prize Competition, announced in 1900 and completed in 
1903, illustrates clearly the close connection between Darwinism and 
eugenics. Friedrich Krupp, a prominent industrialist and avid amateur nat
uralist, anonymously funded a lucrative prize competition for the best 
book-length answer to the question, "What do we learn from the principles 
of biological evolution in regard to domestic political developments and 
legislation of states?"50 Haeckel helped sponsor this prize competition and 
his protege Heinrich Ernst Ziegler, a zoologist working with him at the 
University of lena, was one of the judges. Winning the first prize of 
10,000 marks-a handsome sum in those days-was the physician Wilhelm 
Schallmayer for his book, Heredity and Selection (1903), which expanded 
on his earlier eugenics pamphlet, The Threatening Physical Degeneration of 
Civilized Peoples (1891). Schallmayer's eugenics relied heavily on 
Darwinian theory, which he called the greatest discovery of the nineteenth 
century.51 In a letter to another leading eugenicist he confessed that eugen
ics was indissolubly bound together with Darwinian theory. 52 

Eugenicists were not only avid Darwinists, but many were intensely 
interested in ethical issues. Indeed eugenics was a movement trying to 
develop a "scientific ethics" ostensibly based on Darwinian theory. 
Schallmayer wrote in the introduction of his prize-winning book, 
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"This view [Darwinism] had an especially powerful influence on ethics. It 
not only produced new views about the origin and evolution of ethical 
commands and thus new foundations for them, but it also led to the call 
for a partial alteration of presently valid ethical views."53 Most leading 
eugenicists agreed heartily, as we shall see. 

In what ways, then, did Darwinism impact ethical thought? First, 
Darwinism made philosophical materialism and positivism more 
respectable by providing a non-theistic explanation for the origin of ethics. 
Before Darwin some ethical theories denied (or simply ignored) the divine 
origin of ethics (e.g., Bentham's utilitarian views), but none could explain 
why humans have an innate mural sense or conscience, nor why humans 
act altruistically. Many simply assumed the existence of morality, but could 
not account for its origin. Kant, for example, presupposed the existence of 
morality and from this deduced the existence of God, immortality, and free 
will, but Darwinism undermined Kant's argument. Second, Darwinism 
contributed to the rise of ethical relativism by denying the timeless and 
transcendent character of ethics. Most Darwinists explained ethics as a 
product of nature, that, like all other natural phenomena, was constantly 
evolving. It was not carved on stone tablets, but written in the ever
changing sands of time. Third, Darwinism gave impetus to the view that 
the human moral sense is a biological instinct-or at least based on one
rather than a spiritual endowment (the traditional Christian position) or a 
purely rational function (Kant's view). Fourth, natural selection and the 
struggle for existence among humans influenced people's views on ethics. 
In his study on social Darwinism Hannsjoachim Koch states, "The concept 
of natural selection had an even greater effect on Darwin's contemporaries 
than the idea of evolution; it [natural selection] ... called into question the 
validity of the hitherto existing ethical ideals in all areas of life, whether 
social, economic, or political."54 Finally, Darwinism altered conceptions of 
human nature and the value of human life, which had far-reaching ethical 
(and political and social) implications. 

Let us explore this last point a bit further. What was it about Darwinian 
theory that produced a change in thinking about the value of human life? 
First, Darwinism implied that humans arose from animals, and many inter
preted this to mean that humans did not have the special position accorded 
them in Judeo-Christian thought. Instead of being made in the image of 
God and falling from a pristine state of perfection, humans ascended from 
some kind of simian. In explaining the evolution of human mental and 
moral traits from animals, Darwin and most Darwinists denied the 
existence of an immaterial and immortal soul, a central tenet of the Judeo
Christian worldview that undergirded the sanctity of human life. 55 Second, 
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Darwinism emphasized variation within species, which implied biological 
inequality. Applying this to humans, many biologists, anthropologists, and 
social thinkers used Darwinism to justify social and racial inequality. Third, 
natural selection and the struggle for existence in Darwin's theory-based 
on Malthus's population principle-also implied that death without repro
ductive success is the norm in the organic world, and that the death of mul
titudes of "less fit" organisms is beneficial and fosters progress. Death had 
previously been viewed by most Europeans as an evil to overcome, not a 
beneficial force. But Darwin perceived some good in this evil. In conclud
ing The Origin of Species he wrote, "Thus, from the war of nature, from 
famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of 
conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly 
follows."56 Darwin's theory was thus not just about biological change; it 
was a matter of life and death. 

Darwin's theory thus raised many fundamental issues that intersected 
with traditional religious doctrines, including the foundation for ethics, the 
formulating of moral codes, and the meaning of life and death. Many 
recent studies on the reception of Darwinism by religious leaders have 
stressed accommodation, since many Christian theologians and pastors, 
even those of a conservative theological bent, were willing to embrace some 
form of evolutionary theory. 57 However, my study helps illuminate why the 
debate over Darwinism was so acrimonious at times. Also, it reminds us 
that regardless of how accommodating leading religious figures may have 
been to evolutionary theory, many leading Darwinists were not so accom
modating to religion. Many not only used Darwinism to attack the tradi
tional Christian understanding of miracles and the supernatural, but they 
also undermined many deeply cherished Christian values that had become 
entrenched in European culture. For many educated Germans in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as Detlev Peukert observes, 
science replaced religion "as the source of meaning-creating mythology."58 

In chapters 1-3 we will examine the ways that Darwinists tried to 
explain and formulate ethics and morality in general. Then we will turn to 
the more specific moral question of the value of human life, examining how 
Darwinists devalued human life, especially the disabled and non-European 
races. The final chapter will show how these ideas contributed to the 
development of Hitler's ideology. 



1. Laying New Foundations for 
Ethics ~ 



1. The Origin of Ethics and the 
Rise of Moral Relativism ~ 

Darwin neatly summed up his view of ethics and morality in his 
Autobiography, stating that one who does not believe in God or an 
afterlife-as he did not-"can have for his rule oflife, as far as I can 

see, only to follow those impulses and instincts which are the strongest or 
which seem to him the best one."! This was a radical departure from 
traditional ways of grounding morality, for Christianity relied on divine rev
elation, Kant and many Enlightenment thinkers grounded ethics in human 
rationality, and even those British moral philosophers basing ethics on moral 
feeling usually considered it an immutable part of human nature, whatever 
its origin. The philosopher David Hull in The Metaphysics of Evolution 
underscored the revolutionary nature of Darwin's theory for ethics, stating, 
"Because so many moral, ethical, and political theories depend on some 
notion or other of human nature, Darwin's theory brought into question all 
these theories."2 Even before Darwin wrote his autobiography, many 
opponents feared the ethical consequences of Darwinism, and Darwin's 
comment about following our instincts surely did not soothe those worries. 

However, while on the one hand radically departing from traditional 
views about the origin and justification of ethics, Darwin did try to allay 
the fears of his contemporaries. After making the above statement in his 
Autobiography about following our instincts, he hastened to add that in 
humans the social instincts or ethical feelings are stronger than selfish or 
hedonistic impulses. In The Descent of Man Darwin had argued that the 
human moral sense had arisen through the combined activity of social 
instincts and rationality. Darwin further explained that human social 
instincts and group selection had led quite naturally-with no need for 
supernatural intervention-to the Golden Rule: Do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you. 3 Thus, he assured his contemporaries, his 
theory was nothing to fear, for it confirmed one of the central tenets of 
Judeo-Christian morality. 
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Not all of Darwin's supporters, however, agreed with him about the 
moral implications of his theory. Darwinists debated among themselves 
whether Darwinism overthrew, modified, or confirmed traditional moral 
views. Though some stridently and contemptuously rejected all traditional 
ethics and morality as subjective and unscientific, most took a mediating 
approach, affirming the necessity of altruistic impulses and brotherly love, 
while rejecting many specific tenets of Judeo-Christian morality. These 
latter Darwinists hoped to salvage the kernel of religious ethics, while dis
pensing with those aspects they deemed superfluous religious trappings no 
longer necessary in a more enlightened age of science. More importantly, 
however, since they regarded ethics and morality as products of evolution, 
they considered all morality relative to the evolutionary stage of develop
ment and also relative to its ability to preserve the species. Thus, they 
denied any fixed moral code. 

For Darwin explaining the origin of morality was no trivial side issue, 
but a key question he had to confront if his theory of human evolution 
were to be plausible. Most people throughout history, after all, viewed 
morality as a uniquely human phenomenon that elevated humanity far 
above the rest of the organic realm. First, Darwin needed to demonstrate 
that morality was not uniquely human. Second, he needed to explain the 
process or mechanism that produced it. Long before publishing his theory, 
Darwin wrestled with the origin of human ethical impulses. Darwinism 
"was always intended to explain human society," explain Adrian Desmond 
and James Moore, since Darwin integrated ideas about economics and 
social thought into his theory from the start.4 His 1838 "M" notebook was 
filled with ruminations on human evolution and included many notations 
on morality.5 

In The Descent of Man Darwin tried to demonstrate that all human 
traits-including moral behavior-are different in degree, but not in kind, 
from other organisms. He pointed out that other animals live in societies 
and cooperate, and the social instinct producing this cooperative behavior 
is heritable. In humans the social instincts have developed further than in 
most other species, and, harnessed together with expanded human 
cognitive abilities, produced what we call morality. The mechanism for 
producing the increase in social instincts was, according to Darwin, natu
ral selection through the struggle for existence. Those groups with more 
cooperative and self-sacrificing individuals would out-compete (either 
directly through warfare or indirectly by increasing their population) those 
groups with more selfish individuals.6 

By basing morality on biological instincts, Darwin's evolutionary expla
nation for ethics provided a rational, scientific account for the development 
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of nonrational human impulses. On the one hand, his scienrific theory 
embodied Enlightenment rationalism. Darwin presented his theory as the 
product of true Baconian empiricism, and his theory helped facilitate a 
shift in biology toward a positivist paradigm? However, ironically 
Darwinism also helped undermine rationalism, especially in the field of 
ethics. The growing prestige of science in general and Darwinian theory in 
particular in the late nineteenth century helped foster biological determin
ism. Human mental and moral traits-and thus human behavior-were 
thus grounded in biological traits or instincts rather than in human ration
ality. Darwinists never denied human rationality, of course, but as they 
began explaining human behavior in Darwinian terms, they emphasized 
the importance of instincts for human behavior. If a Darwinian account of 
human behavior was possible, then humans must share many similarities 
with animals, implying that human reason was not the primary motivation 
behind human behavior. 8 

Darwin was by no means the first to portray morality as innate and 
nonrational. In fact, he received considerable impetus from previous British 
ethical philosophers. In eighteenth-century Britain, philosophers proposed 
various theories grounding morality in human sentiments. Shaftesbury was 
a pivotal figure in developing this moral sense philosophy, and he decisively 
contributed to the eclipse of reason in moral theory. Many prominent 
figures in this development, such as Francis Hutcheson and Joseph Butier, 
believed these moral sentiments were implanted in the human breast by 
God, though others, such as David Hume, could embrace moral sense 
philosophy without reference to any divine origin, simply grounding it on 
human nature. Since most eighteenth-century philosophers considered 
human nature static, most believed that moral sentiments were universal 
and immutable. Darwin was well acquainted with British moral philo so
phy.9 In 1838, he read Dissertation on the Progress of Ethical Philosophy by 
James Mackintosh, his uncle by marriage. Mackintosh argued that moral
ity is both innate, since it relies on moral motives, and also rational. 10 

Darwin agreed in some ways with Mackintosh's approach, but decisively 
rejected his static view of human nature and morality. 

Darwinian theory spawned numerous attempts to construct new systems 
of ethics on an evolutionary basis. Even before the advent of Darwinian the
ory, Herbert Spencer had already been trying to construct a "scientific 
morality," but in his 1851 formulation of ethics, he still retained God as the 
source of the human moral sense. After Darwin published his theory, 
Spencer dispensed with God and developed a fully naturalistic account of 
ethics. Besides Spencer, the agnostic intellectual Leslie Stephen was the best
known proponent of evolutionary ethics in late nineteenth-century Britain, 
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but many lesser lights in Britain, the United States, and elsewhere tried to 
formulate ethical theories and morality on the basis of biological evolution. 
Of course, these forays into evolutionary ethics also spawned many 
critiques, including a prominent one by the Darwinian biologist Thomas H. 
Huxley. I I 

Darwinian explanations for the origins of morality found fertile soil in 
Germany, but German Darwinists did not always agree among themselves 
about the implications of Darwinism for the moral status quo. Some 
considered it revolutionary, completely overthrowing traditional ethical 
systems, especially Christian ethics. Others, like Darwin himself, tried to 
stress its harmony with existing morality. Most, however, took a more 
ambivalent approach, differentiating berween some aspects of traditional 
morality that Darwinism supports and other aspects that Darwinism 
undermines. 12 

Haeckel's forays into ethical thought exemplifY this mediating approach. 
Haeckel, like Darwin, grew up in a Christian moral climate where the 
Golden Rule was taken for granted. Even before embracing Darwinism, he 
wrote to his fiance that the measuring rod for his life was the maxim, "Do 
unto others, as you would have them do unto you."13 In 1877, six years 
after Darwin published his views on human morality in Descent, Haeckel 
articulated a view of morality identical with Darwin's. He claimed that 
every human has an internal drive to love others, to forego egoism in favor 
of the collective good. Like Darwin, he called this cooperative urge "social 
instincts." The task of evolutionary theory, according to Haeckel, was "not 
to find new [moral] principles, but rather to lead the ancient command of 
duty back to its natural-scientific basis." Science would provide an even 
firmer foundation for morality than religion had. 14 

So far, this sounds very compatible with Christian morality, and indeed 
Haeckel would continue to stress the Golden Rule as a fundamental com
ponent of his monistic ethics. However, when Haeckel began writing more 
extensively on ethics, beginning in 1892 in Monism as Connecting Science 
and Religion, his position toward Christian morality became more ambigu
ous. On the one hand, he praised Christian morality as the highest form of 
morality yet propagated (though he tempered this remark by claiming that 
the Golden Rule preexisted Christianity and also existed in Buddhism). He 
further claimed that his monistic ethics "does not contradict the good and 
truly valuable parts of Christian ethics." This statement implies-and his 
other works confirm-that he was willing to dispense with other parts of 
Christian ethics that he did not consider "good and truly valuable."15 

Haeckel did not overtly criticize Christian ethics in Monism as Connecting 
Science and Religion, but he was not so restrained in his best-selling Riddle of 
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the Universe (1899), which contains his most extended discussion of ethics. 
While agreeing that the Christian conception of love and compassion are 
basically valid, he criticized Christianiry for committing "a great mistake, in 
that it one-sidedly exalts altruism to a command, while rejecting egoism. Our 
monistic ethics grants both the same value and finds the perfect virtue in the 
proper balance between love of neighbor and love of self,,16 Haeckel thus 
rebuked Christian ethics for ignoring the human instinct for self-preservation, 
which was just as important in evolution as the social instinct. Haeckel 
believed that an organism had to balance egoism and altruism in order to 
thrive biologically, and so Christianiry erred by stressing the latter at the 
expense of the former. 

Other aspects of Haeckel's Darwinism had important implications for 
ethics. First, he believed that Darwinism undermined free will in favor of 
strict determinism. It did so by providing a naturalistic explanation for the 
origin of human psychology and behavior, proving conclusively that free 
will is illusory. "The theory of evolution," Haeckel stated, "finally makes 
clear, that the 'eternal, iron laws of nature' of the inorganic world are also 
valid in the organic and moral world."17 Another point Haeckel 
mentioned, but did not stress very often, was that since moraliry developed 
entirely by evolutionary processes, it could change historically.18 Thus, 
moraliry was neither eternal nor immutable, but constantly in flux. 

Haeckel was no ethical philosopher, and he admitted, both in 
public and in private, that his treatment of ethics was the weakest part of 
his monistic philosophy.19 Nonetheless, Haeckel thought Darwinism had 
five implications for ethics, and these points recur repeatedly in the writings 
of other naturalistic Darwinists when they applied evolution to ethics: 
(1) Darwinism undermines mind-body dualism and renders superfluous 
the idea of a human soul distinct from the physical body. (2) Darwinism 
implies determinism, since it explains human psychology entirely in terms 
of the laws of nature. (3) Darwinism implies moral relativism, since 
moraliry changes over time and a variery of moral standards exist even 
within the human species. (4) Human behavior and thus moral character 
are, at least in part, hereditary. (5) Natural selection (in particular, group 
selection) is the driving force producing altruism and morality. Not all 
Darwinian-inspired ethical theorists agreed with Haeckel on all five points, 
of course, but these were very influential ideas nonetheless. In fact, 
Haeckel's books published in the early twentieth century-especially The 
Riddle of the Universe, but also The Wonders of Life (1904) and Eternity 
(1917)-were probably the most popular nonfiction books in Wilhelmine 
Germany, and his ideas about ethics and moraliry featured prominently 
in them. 
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The first serious thinker in Germany to systematically relate Darwinism 
to ethics was Bartholomaus von Carneri, who was not an academic philoso
pher, but an aristocrat and a liberal politician in the Austrian parliament. 
He wrote extensively about the connections between Darwinism and ethics 
after jettisoning his erstwhile Hegelian views for, first a pantheistic, and 
later a positivistic monistic worldview. Though a private scholar, he 
received an honorary doctorate in philosophy from the University of 
Vienna in 1901 on his eightieth birthday to honor his work on evolution
ary ethics. Carneri published his first major work on ethics, Morality and 
Darwinism, in 1871, the same year that Darwin's Descent of Man appeared. 
In this and in many subsequent books and articles Carneri explored the 
implications of Darwinism for ethics and morality, though he avoided 
deriving moral standards directly from Darwinian theory. He exulted that 
Darwinism had finally made it possible to develop a coherent scientific 
worldview, and only on the basis of this worldview could any valid ethical 
philosophy be built. Thus Darwinism was a central component of Carneri's 
worldview, not just one scientific theory among others. In order to develop 
his moral philosophy Carneri diligently studied Darwin and Haeckel, and 
he developed close relationships with several leading Darwinists, including 
Haeckel, whom he greatly admired. 

Carneri thought that Darwinism made its most important contribution 
to ethical thought by demolishing the idea of free will. By undermining 
supernaturalism, dualism, and purpose in the cosmos, Darwinism places all 
human phenomena, including ethics, under the sway of the laws of nature. 
Carneri explained to Haeckel, "For me the value of Darwin is that the 
human no longer needs to have a supernatural soul, and that one no longer 
needs purpose to explain creation. "20 In Carneri's view, the Darwinian 
explanation for the evolution of humans implies that the causal law 
imperiously rules over all human affairs. 'The human being," he stated, "is 
as subject to the universal law of causation, both mentally and physically, 
as the most unimportant cell, the most insignificant atom."21 Part of 
Carneri's project was to explain how ethical ideals could have validity in a 
deterministic world.22 

However, Carneri relativized morality, clearly rejecting the notion of 
inherent human rights and natural law morality, ideas that most European 
liberals in the nineteenth century cherished. In 1871 he stated, "An ethic 
consistent with Darwin's theory knows no natural or innate rights, and can 
therefore only speak of acquired rights, even in relation to tribes of peo
ple."23 Human rights are thus historically malleable, not fixed and eternal. 
Specific moral codes vary from one society to another, and in a Darwinian 
world without purpose there is no standard by which to judge the validity 
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of one form of morality over another. In his first book Carneri defended the 
idea-perhaps a remnant of his earlier Hegelianism-that there exists an 
"absolute good" that is universal, but he defined it in such a way that it did 
not constitute anything even close to an absolute moral code. For him, the 
"absolute good ... appears as the identity or perfected harmony of the idea 
with its practical implementation without regard for the form under which 
it appears." Since "the form under which it appears" could vary according 
to time or place, the "absolute good" was not a fixed principle.24 

When explaining how human ethical impulses arose, Carneri departed 
from Darwin's and Haeckel's model. He did not believe that humans had 
social instincts, nor natural biological predispositions to altruistic behavior. 
He considered the natural biological tendencies of humans basically selfish, 
with instincts tending toward self-preservation, not self-sacrifice. Instead of 
basing human morality on social instincts, he argued that ethics is based on 
the human drive for happiness (Gluckseligkeitstrieb). This drive arose when 
humans were forced by their conditions to live in society. Thus, rather than 
being a biological trait, it is derived from human social life. As Carneri 
described it, the drive for happiness is by no means hedonistic, since true 
happiness does not consist in the pursuit of physical pleasures. Rather true 
happiness comes through the pursuit of higher goals, especially those 
involving the good of others. Carneri's reformulation (and rejection) of 
Kant's categorical imperative sounds similar to utilitarianism: "Always act 
such that the maxim of your desires can always serve simultaneously as the 
principle of the greatest happiness of the greatest number.,,25 However, 
Carneri criticized utilitarianism for not taking into account moral feelings, 
which form the basis of human actions. 26 

If Carneri's description of the drive for happiness seemed fuzzy at times, 
even more puzzling is his discussion about its origin. Unlike Darwin's or 
Haeckel's account of the origin of morality, Carneri's theory completely 
ignored Darwinism as a mechanism. Though he embraced natural selection 
and the struggle for existence as key factors in biological evolution in his 
1871 book, thereafter his enthusiasm for natural selection (but not for bio
logical evolution) waned.27 Rather than being the product of the struggle 
for existence, Carneri thought the drive for happiness is a way for humans 
to escape the struggle for existence, at least in its more repugnant forms. 
Carneri forthrightly refused to base his ethical theory on Darwinian theory, 
especially on the struggle for existence, though he insisted that any ethical 
theory must be consistent with Darwinism, by which he meant that it 
must be fully naturalistic and deterministic.28 For Carneri Darwinism 
thus served more to destroy the status quo in ethical theory-especially 
Judeo-Christian and Kantian ethics-than to construct new ethical ideals. 
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Carneri's writings were influential, in part because his blend of 
high-minded ethical idealism and hard-nosed scientific determinism 
appealed to many of his contemporaries, especially scientists. Of the six 
major books he wrote on evolutionary ethics, by 1906 four of them had 
gone into second editions, and his most popular work, Modern Man, was 
in its seventh edition by 1902. Despite his influence, however, his specific 
theory of the drive for happiness never caught on. Nonetheless, many 
Darwinists thought he adequately demonstrated that Darwinism did not 
entail the abandonment of ethics and morality, which was important to 

Darwinists trying to assuage fears that Darwinism would lead to immoral
ity or amorality.29 He developed a close relationship with Haeckel and 
Friedrich JodI, who expressed appreciation for Carneri's work, as did other 
Darwinian biologists, such as Oskar Schmidt and Wilhelm Preyer. Arnold 
Dodel, a Darwinian botanist at the University of Zurich, told Carneri that 
Carneri's first book, Morality and Darwinism, played a major role in the 
early 1870s in helping him cast off his religious worldview and formulate a 
new, scientific one.30 

Next to Carneri, the economist Albert E. F. Schaffle was probably the 
most influential thinker to apply Darwinian thinking to ethical and social 
theory in the 1870s. His massive four-volume Structure and Lifo of the 
Social Body (1875-78) was one of the earliest systematic works in sociology 
in Germany. In this work and in numerous essays Schaffle explored the 
connections between Darwinian principles and social theory. Unlike 
Carneri, he insisted that the struggle for existence was an inescapable real
ity, even for humans. His analysis of society was saturated with biological 
analogies and metaphors, especially Darwinian ones. He stated, "Social 
evolution actually proceeds on the basis of unceasing variations, adapta
tions, and inheritance through the results of the struggle for existence."3l 
However, though liberal in applying biological ideas to sociology, he did 
maintain that the human struggle for existence differed significantly from 
the struggle among animals. The human struggle for existence included 
violent episodes, including warfare, but it also included peaceful economic 
competition. 

In fact, Schaffle did not construe the Darwinian struggle for existence as 
a brutal struggle among beasts or an amoral free-for-all, but on the con
trary, he argued that morality was an essential element in the human strug
gle for existence. Like Darwin, he emphasized the collective struggle for 
existence among humans with tribe against tribe and nation against nation. 
Morality and law functioned to reduce conflict within societies, making 
those societies stronger than their neighboring societies and thus conferring 
a competitive advantage.32 Thus the struggle for existence, far from 
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contradicting morality, produced morality, according to Schaffle: "Law and 
morals necessarily arise in and through the selective struggle for existence, 
since they themselves are essential components of the power of collective 
self-preservation."33 Evolutionary processes, then, tend to generate moral 
progress.34 

Schaffle's explanation for the origins and status of morality was similar 
to Haeckel's in many respects. He agreed with Haeckel that morality is 
constantly in flux, undermining any system of fixed morallaws.35 He also 
insisted that morality should not favor altruism so much that it excludes 
egoism. "Moral and legal self-preservation," he argued, "is, just like 
common sense, an absolute demand of a true ethic."36 Self-preservation 
should by no means overrule morality, but rather everyone should maintain 
a balance of egoism and altruism. 

Schaffle's ideas about evolutionary ethics exerted significant influence 
on other scholars, but many writers on evolutionary ethics reached a 
broader public. Max Nordau, a physician and leading Zionist, wrote several 
popular works discussing the relationship between evolution and morality. 
In one of his popular works, The Conventional Lies of Our Civilization, he 
urged moral reform by pointing out alleged inconsistencies between 
conventional morality and a moral code based on Darwinism. He clearly 
articulated his presuppositions: 

We believe that the evolution of the human species as well as all other species 
is perhaps only possible-and in any case is furthered-through natural 
selection, and that the struggle for existence shapes in its widest sense all of 
human history as well as the existence of the most obscure individual; and 
[the struggle for existence] is the basis for all phenomena of politics as well 
as social life. That is our worldview. From this flows all our principles of life 
and our conceptions of law and morality.37 

This book, originally published in 1883, sold over 50,000 copies by 1903 
and was translated into numerous foreign languages. Later Nordau pub
lished an entire book devoted to explaining the relationship between Morals 
and the Evolution of Man (1916). 

However, despite his insistence on the ubiquity of the struggle for 
existence, Nordau departed from Darwin's explanation for the origin of 
morality, since he did not believe that it arose through struggle among 
humans. He believed, rather, that morality arose out of the need to live in 
society, thus staking out a position similar to Carneri's. Nordau, however, 
tried to explain scientifically why humans became social. He explained that 
it was the human struggle against the environment, not a struggle among 
humans, which gave rise to society and thus morality. He claimed that 
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before the ice ages, humans led solitary lives, but scarcity and stress brought 
on by the ice ages forced humans to associate. Social life required morality, 
so morality became essential for human survival. Nordau wrote, "Morality 
must be regarded as a support and a weapon in the struggle for existence in 
so far as, given present climatic conditions on earth and the civilization aris
ing therefrom, man can only exist in societies, and society cannot exist 
without Morality."38 

Nordau was ambivalent about the standard Darwinian explanation of 
moral impulses as instinctual. Instead, he emphasized that morality was 
first and foremost an exercise of human intelligence. Reason dictated that 
humans needed to cooperate in order to survive, so morality arose as a 
rational response to environmental pressures. Morality originally func
tioned to restrain or limit egoistic instincts. However, Nordau believed that 
as evolution proceeded, the moral sense became permanently fixed in 
people's biological nature. Thus all people, except for some aberrations, 
possess a keen sense of sympathy that inhibits their selfish instincts.39 

Though he thought morality had an instinctual basis rooted in sympa
thy for others, Nordau did not think that moral codes were permanent. He 
specifically rejected all supernatural ethics and Kantian ethics, since they 
generally imply fixed moral standards. Instead, he thought evolution 
implied moral change as well as biological change. "Good and bad," he 
stated, 

derive not only their existence but their measure and their significance from 
the views of the community. They are therefore not absolute but variable; 
they are not an immutable standard amid the ever-changing conditions of 
humanity, a rule by which the value of the actions and aims of mortals are 
indisputably determined, but are subject to the laws of evolution in society 
and therefore in a constant state of flux. At different times and in different 
places they present the most varied aspects. What is virtue here and now may 
have been vice formerly and at another spot, and vice versa.40 

Moral relativism was thus an important component of Nord au's evolutionary 
ethics. 

The two most influential academic philosophers in nineteenth-century 
Germany wrestling with the implications of Darwinism for ethical 
thought-Georg von Gizycki and Friedrich Jodi-followed the same 
general approach as Carneri, even though they differed with him on many 
details. Like Carneri, they used Darwinism to undermine previous systems 
of moral thought, but resisted applying Darwinism to the content of 
morality. Unlike Carneri, both Gizycki and Jodi embraced a form of utili
tarian ethics, the main principles of which Bentham propounded before 
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Darwin was even born. Thus, their ethics had little or no evolutionary 
content. 

In 1876, at the beginning of his career, Gizycki published Philosophical 
Consequences of the Lamarckian-Darwinian Theory of Evolution, and 
nine years later, he followed up with an article in a highbrow popular journal 
on "Darwinism and Ethics." In these works he argued that evolutionary 
theory has significant implications for ethical thought, even though one 
cannot derive morality from evolutionary biology. He stated, "The impor
tance of the theory of evolution for morality lies less in deriving specific, 
special doctrines as its consequences, and much more in the more general 
displacement of everything contrary or opposed to nature in the treatment of 
ethical questions required by it.,,41 For Gizycki this meant rescuing ethics 
and morality from its connections with religion, creating a this-worldly 
moral philosophy to replace the prevalent otherworldly conception. 
Gizycki further argued, as Carneri also had, that scientific theories of 
evolution-and here he included the Kant-Laplace nebular hypothesis, 
Charles Lyell's uniformitarian geology, and biological evolution-decisively 
proved that all phenomena are determined by natural causation in accord 
with scientific laws. These scientific theories "prove an unrelenting, all
ruling, immutable lawfulness, a firmly integrated order and unified conti
nuity of all occurrences."42 Darwinism had specifically shown that humans 
are subject to the same laws and do not stand separate from nature. 

Even though Gizycki criticized Darwin for overemphasizing natural 
selection and competition in nature, he still thought natural selection had 
some validity. In fact, he invoked group selection to explain the persistence 
of moral traits in any given society. Selective pressures require a society to 

remain morally upright, for if it abandons morality, it would be destroyed 
by a competing society that practices greater selflessness. He thought that 
moral virtues tend to preserve society and thus life, since "Whatever has no 
life-preserving power is no virtue." Earlier in the same essay he asserted that 
Darwinism teaches us that we should "pay respect to the positive concep
tions of morality of the most successful nations in the 'struggle for 
existence.'" This almost sounds as though the preservation of life in the 
struggle for existence is the ultimate arbiter of morality, but Gizycki had 
already explicitly denied this, since it smacked of teleology, which had no 
place in his naturalistic Darwinian paradigm.43 

So, what is the proper standard by which to judge moral standards? 
Gizycki opted for a utilitarian ethics, in which the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number is the highest ethical principle. By no means did he derive 
this from Darwinism, but as we have seen, he believed that the Darwinian 
process would reinforce utilitarian ethics by selecting for those societies 
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most in harmony with true ethical principles. Darwinism cannot provide 
any criteria for morality, though, since the mere existence of a moral trait 
or norm is no proof that it is adaptive. Adaptation is never perfect, and 
conditions are ever-changing, especially in highly complex situations, such 
as human society. Darwinism thus implies that morality is ever-changing, 
a point important for Gizycki, since as a socialist sympathizer he advocated 
far-reaching social reforms.44 

Though Gizycki portrayed Darwinism as a fundamental influence on 
the formation of his philosophy, in his most important and influential 
works on ethical theory-including those written during the nine-year 
period between his two writings on Darwinism and ethics-he almost 
completely ignored evolutionary theory.45 Darwinism may have facilitated 
his embrace of a secular ethics, specifically utilitarianism, but evolution did 
not really add anything fundamental to his utilitarianism. In a book aimed 
at a popular audience, Moral Philosophy (2nd ed., 1895), Gizycki only men
tioned Darwinism in one passage, where he explicitly denied that morality 
can be derived from nature or natural laws, including Darwinism. 
However, he maintained in the same passage that immorality will never 
flourish, because Darwinian group selection will weed out groups that 
exploit the weak.46 Gizycki's influence in Germany was profound, not only 
through his writings and lectures on ethical philosophy at the University of 
Berlin, but also through his position as cofounder of the German Society 
for Ethical Culture and editor of its weekly journal. 

JodI, professor of ethical philosophy at the University of Vienna (before 
1896 at the German University of Prague) and editor of the International 
Journal of Ethics, emphasized even more than Gizycki the implications of 
Darwinism for moral relativism. His belief that morality had evolved led 
him to reject the notion that moral laws are fixed and immutable. After 
comparing the old idea of the fixity of species to the Christian and 
Enlightenment conception of the fixity of moral laws, he stated, 

Morality, too, is a product of evolution, and is in a state of continual 
transformation .... But all evolution-so teaches biology-is adaptation of 
the organic individual to the changeable conditions of its environment. The 
sum of the ethical principles or ideals, which at any time are current in any 
nation, presents nothing else, therefore, than the conception of all that is 
reciprocally required in a practical direction of its members, for the advan
tage and profit of the community and the individual persons in itY 

If morality is, as JodI here alleges, nothing else than an adaptation to a 
changing environment, then morality has no fixed reference point. Moral 
laws or principles that are adaptive for one place and time are maladaptive 
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in a different situation. Thus, moral principles are not fixed or objective, 
but constantly in evolutionary flux. 48 

Not only were moral principles constantly changing, but moral beliefs 
in any given society "are always a step behind the times," claimed JodI, since 
it takes time to adjust them to changing conditions.49 This means that the 
status quo cannot provide guidance about the validity or viability of any 
particular moral principles. Jodi thus provided Darwinian legitimation for 
attempts at moral and social reform. However, in an 1893 essay he specif
ically rejected the idea that humans have any inherent rights, so the social 
reform he advocated did not aim at bringing society into congruence with 
any universal principles. 50 

Jodi's ethical philosophy comprised part of a positivist worldview heavily 
influenced by Darwinian thought. He not only studied Darwin and 
Haeckel intensively and forged close relationships with Haeckel and 
Carneri, but he also wrote major works on the Enlightenment skeptic 
David Hume and the materialist Ludwig Feuerbach, both of whom he 
admired. He told his friend, Wilhelm Bolin, that he hoped his 
International Journal of Ethics would "become a stronghold in the struggle 
against the theological spirit, which strides through the land murdering the 
soul."51 Not surprisingly, Jodi sympathized with the renegade Left
Hegelian theologian, David Friedrich Strauss, in his turn toward 
Darwinian materialism. JodI informed his friend Carl von Amira that he 
wanted to present "a new world view for the people: to do well, what 
[D. EJ Strauss did in a mediocre way. That is the highest goal of my 
ambition, of my work."52 

Strauss, in his sensational book, The Old Faith and the New (1872), had 
tried to replace Christianity with a naturalistic scientific worldview 
containing large doses of Darwinian science. His earlier book, The Lift of 
Jesus (1835) had sent shock waves through the Christian world by portray
ing the Gospels as mythological rather than historical. He completely aban
doned Christianity in his 1872 work, which sold so rapidly that ten editions 
appeared within seven years. Just one year after Darwin published Descent 
Strauss was already using Darwinism to defend psychological determinism. 
The human soul, he claimed, is nothing more than the physical brain, and 
ethical relations are merely useful adaptations in the struggle for existence. 
Strauss argued that even the Ten Commandments lose their sanctity, once 
one recognizes that they are merely tools useful to humans in the course of 
evolutionary competition, rather than divinely ordained commands. 53 

The Old Faith and the New was immensely popular and won the praise 
of Haeckel, despite receiving widespread criticism within academic 
circles. 54 
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JodI was also sympathetic with the Darwinian ethnologist Friedrich 
Hellwald, whose History of Culture (1875) explained human history within 
a Darwinian framework. Hellwald's book was so well received that he 
expanded it into a two-volume work, which went into its fourth edition in 
1896, by which time other contributors updated and expanded on 
Hellwald's work, but usually in the same spirit as the original author. 
Hellwald claimed that all of human culture, including morality and reli
gion, function as weaponry in the universal human struggle for existence. 
Denying any objective morality, Hellwald believed in only one source of 
right: power and the success it brings in the struggle for existence. While 
Darwin had scoffed at a newspaper article accusing him of advocating the 
principle that might makes right, Hellwald espoused exactly such a 
position, stating, "The right of the stronger is a naturallaw."55 He further 
stated, 

In nature only One Right rules, which is no right, the right of the stronger, 
or violence. Bur violence is also in fact the highest source of right, in that 
withour it no legislation is thinkable. I will in the course of my portrayal 
easily prove that even in human history the right of the stronger has funda
mentally retained its validity at all times. 56 

JodI objected to Hellwald's coarse depiction of the human struggle for 
existence, but he agreed with Hellwald that Darwinism undermined the 
notion of inherent human rights or objective moral standards. 57 

Hellwald's views do, indeed, seem crass, but he was not the only 
Darwinian social thinker to dismiss human rights with contempt and exult 
in the right of the stronger. Under the influence of Haeckel and Carneri, 
Alexander Tille tried to develop a consistent evolutionary ethics in the 
1890s. Though he was a professor of German language and literature at the 
University of Glasgow until 1900, he considered his work on evolutionary 
ethics his real calling. In 1896 he told Haeckel that he hoped to change 
fields to philosophy, so he could devote his full attention to evolutionary 
ethics.58 Lacking financial resources, he had to abandon this idea, and after 
leaving his teaching post in Glasgow, he returned to Germany and served 
as a business representative for industrialists. 

Tille agreed with Carneri that in the light of Darwinism, the idea of 
innate human rights was no longer tenable. He stated, "Darwinism knows 
no inborn human rights, but only earned ones, and the modern view built 
on Darwinism knows no other earned rights, than those earned through 
one's own labor."59 Tille believed that many modern ideals, such as free
dom, equality, and peace, were inconsistent with evolutionary theory, since 
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they were based on the idea of innate human rights. These ideals would 
have to give way before the right of the stronger in the struggle for 
existence, for "Against the right of the stronger, every historical right is 
completely invalid.,,60 Tille not only agreed with Carneri and other leading 
Darwinian ethical thinkers that Darwinism implies some kind of moral 
relativism, but he also agreed with them about the strong link between 
Darwinism and determinism. In 1895 he asserted, "The denial offree will, 
on which the mythological ethics believed, the denial of the responsibility 
of the criminal, on which cruel punishments like mutilation are founded, 
have been the direct consequences of the penetration of the theory of 
evolution into the fundamental problems of ethics."61 

Though Schallmayer as a socialist sympathizer was in some respects 
more humane in his views than Tille, he agreed with Tille about the impli
cations of Darwinism for human rights. In his Krupp Prize-winning book 
on the implications of Darwinism for legislation, he insisted that ethics, 
morality, and law, as well as all other human cultural achievements were 
merely weapons in the inescapable human struggle for existence. Thus they 
have no universal or eternal validity. He wrote, "But the right of the 
stronger, that asserts itself in the victory of the better adapted forms over 
the less perfect, reigns not only in nature, but also in human social 
history. "62 

Another influential Darwinist stressing moral relativism as a conse
quence of Darwinian theory was August Forel, the world-famous Swiss 
psychiatrist who devoted much of his life to moral and social reform. In an 
autobiographical essay he confessed that his whole worldview had been 
dramatically transformed by reading Darwin's Origin of Species in 1865, 
because he recognized that Darwinism undermined mind-body dualism 
and human free will.63 Evolutionary theory played a central role in his 
book, The Sexual Question (1905), wherein he asserted, "Morality is 
therefore relative, and our reasoning ability never allows us to recognize 
something as absolute good or absolute bad."64 Nonetheless, Forel, as many 
Darwinists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, did not 
think morality was simply individually or even socially constructed. Like 
Darwin, he believed that morality was based on hereditary biological 
instincts. Before becoming a psychiatrist, Forel had become an expert on 
ants, observing their instinctual social behavior. Based on his belief in 
human evolution, he assumed that human behavior was similar to that of 
ants-determined by instincts, above all by social instincts.65 

In Hygiene of Nerves and Mind Forel argued that feelings of sympathy 
were the basis for ethics and morality. These feelings "are innate or instinc
tive in human beings. Anyone who does not possess them is a monster, a 
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moral idiot, a born crimina!." Forel, like Darwin and Haeckel before him, 
saw human moral character as primarily instinctual and hereditary. He 
stressed the supremacy of biological factors over environmental factors in 
determining human behavior. In a 1910 speech, he claimed that environ
ment or education only affects the superficial aspects of human character, 
while biology determines the foundational aspects. He stated, "The inher
ited, inborn ethical feelings cannot in itself be inculcated; it is a drive, an 
instinct, that at most can be strengthened through practice and weakened 
through neglect."66 

The idea that human moral behavior is determined largely by biological 
instincts inherited from one's forebears became widespread in scientific and 
medical circles by 1900, partly through the growing influence of 
Darwinism and pardy through the failures of psychiatry to treat many 
mental illnesses. Darwin and Haeckel had both expressed the view that 
character traits, such as diligence, thrift, honesty, and sobriety, just like 
intelligence, were primarily biological and thus hereditary. Darwin's cousin, 
Francis Galton, and most eugenicists, such as Forel, adopted this view of 
the heritability of moral traits. 

So did Buchner, who devoted an entire book to the subject of The Power 
of Heredity and Its Influence on the Moral and Mental Progress of Humanity 
(1882). In this work Buchner claimed that the discovery of the power of 
heredity was one of the greatest discoveries of the nineteenth century. 
Though he credited Darwinism with laying the groundwork for this break
through, he relied heavily on the French psychiatrist Theodule Ribot's 
book, Heredity (1875) to back up his claims. The main thrust of Buchner's 
book was to demonstrate that not only physical traits, but also mental and 
moral traits are hereditary: "Habits, inclinations, drives, aptitudes, talents, 
instincts, and aesthetic sense are likewise passed on through heredity, just 
as feelings and passions, temperaments and character, intellect and moral 
sense."67 Not only are tendencies for virtues and altruism inherited, but 
also tendencies for vice or crime. Environment plays a distinctly subsidiary 
role in shaping human behavior, according to Buchner. Nonetheless, he 
still considered education important, since he did not think the specific 
content of morality was hereditary.68 

Buchner's stress on the "power of heredity" is especially intriguing, 
because Buchner-like Haeckel and Forel-remained committed to the 
inheritance of acquired characteristics (Lamarckism), while simultaneously 
upholding Darwinian selection theory.69 Because so many scholars have 
focussed attention on the intellectual struggle in the late nineteenth and 
early rwentieth centuries berween Weismann and Lamarckians over the 
inheritance of acquired characteristics (Weismann denied it), they often 
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draw a strict dichotomy between proponents of "hard heredity" (Weismann 
and his followers) and "soft heredity" (Lamarckians). While this dichotomy 
can sometimes be helpful in sorting out the debates over the process of 
evolution, it often leaves the mistaken impression that those accepting 
Lamarckism believed that heredity was extremely plastic. But Buchner, 
Haeckel, and Forel do not fit vety easily into this dichotomy, for while 
rejecting Weismann's theories in favor of Lamarckism, their position on the 
"power of heredity" seems closer to "hard heredity." 

In fact, many nineteenth-century Darwinists (including Darwin 
himself) embraced a position on heredity that lies somewhere between the 
polar opposites of "hard" or "soft." They could do this because of their 
stress on gradualism. Forel provides an excellent example of this, for his 
stress on the power of heredity played a pivotal role in the introduction of 
eugenics into Germany. However, he remained convinced that acquired 
characteristics can be inherited, as he confessed to Richard Semon, a for
mer student of Haeckel's who developed a Lamarckian evolutionary theory 
in the first decade of the twentieth century. He explained to Semon, how
ever, that any modifications that occur through the inheritance of acquired 
characteristics must proceed very slowly over many generations, since 
species are relatively constant.70 Forel's position, then, seems somewhere 
between "hard" and "soft" heredity. For our purposes it is important to 
understand that most evolutionists-whatever their understanding of the 
causes of evolution-believed that mental and moral traits were heritable, and 
many stressed the primacy of biological inheritance over environmental 
factors. 

Stress on heredity of mental and moral traits became especially 
pronounced in the field of psychiatry, and not only through Forel's influ
ence. This was a significant shift from the early nineteenth century, when 
the budding field of psychiatry, imbued with liberal notions of progress and 
human malleability, hoped for therapeutic breakthroughs to rid society of 
mental illness and the resulting errant behavior. One important theorist 
wedding Darwinian theory to psychiatry was the Italian psychiatrist Cesare 
Lombroso, whose influence extended throughout Europe. Heavily influ
enced by Darwin and Haeckel, Lombroso developed his theory of the 
"born criminal" in the 1870s. Lombroso believed that certain biological 
types are predisposed (or perhaps even constrained) by their heredity to 
commit crimes. Hoping to identifY a link between physical and mental or 
moral characteristics, he studied the physical traits of known criminals, 
especially their cranial and facial characteristics. He theorized that the 
"born criminals" in modern Europe were atavistic, that is, throwbacks to 
people at an earlier stage of evolution, who were more savage and less 
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morally refined. Darwin had upheld a similar view in The Descent of Man, 
stating, "With mankind, some of the worst dispositions, which occasion
ally without any assignable cause make their appearance in families, may 
perhaps be reversions to a savage state, from which we are not removed by 
very many generations."71 Lombroso's theory spawned a new field, crimi
nal anthropology, and though many psychiatrists and criminologists 
rejected his theory of atavism, many embraced the notion that criminality 
is pardy or even primarily a hereditaty phenomenon.72 

The psychiatrist Hans Kurella, editor of the important psychiatric jour
nal, Centralblatt for Nervenheilkunde und Psychiatrie, was one of the most 
influential disciples ofLombroso in Germany, writing prolifically on crim
inal anthropology in the 1890s and thereafter. In his biography of 
Lombroso and elsewhere he stressed the Darwinian influence on 
Lombroso's thought.13 When describing Lombroso's theory linking crimi
nals to "primitive" peoples, Kurella explained the link between Lombroso's 
theory and evolutionary ethics: 

The psychic analogies rest essentially on the evolutionary theory of moraliry, 
especially Darwin's and Spencer's hypothesis, that the presently reigning 
views of morality and law depend on the inheritance of feelings, which are 
acquired through adaptation ro the requirements of the rising culture in very 
long periods of time. Without full understanding of evolutionary ethics one 
can scarcely appreciate this side of Lombroso's hypothesis; in this sense the 
criminal would reproduce a stage of evolution, on which many primitive 
peoples still stand todayJ4 

Kurella not only embraced Lombroso's view that "born criminals" were 
reverting to earlier stages of human evolution, but he stressed the "primate
like" traits of criminals (see figure 1.1).15 For Kurella the task of criminal 
anthropology was to transform moral and legal theory by bringing it under 
the banner of science, especially Darwinian science.16 

Another German psychiatrist sympathetic to Lombroso's ideas was 
Robert Sommer, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Giessen who 
organized the Seventh Congress of Criminal Anthropology in Cologne in 
1911. Sommer agreed with Lombroso's stress on the hereditary nature of 
criminal behavior, but did not see the "criminal type" as atavistic. Though 
fully supporting the idea of the "born criminal," he warned against possi
ble dangers that might arise if the theory was misapplied to politics. His 
foreboding seems especially prescient in light of subsequent Nazi practices. 
In responding to those who thought the state would be threatened by the 
doctrine of the "born criminal," Sommer cautioned against the opposite 
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Figure 1.1 Illustration in psychiatrist Hans Kurella's book, Die Grenzen der 
Zurechnungsfohigkeit und die Kriminal-Anthropologie (1903), showing the allegedly 
ape-like features of an Italian criminal 

danger, which he considered an even greater threat. It is becoming ever 
clearer, he asserted, 

that with uncritical application this theory runs the danger of becoming a 
dangerous means of a police state . ... The theory of the born criminal in the 
hand of dogmatic proponents of state order can become a fearful weapon 
against the personal freedom of the individual. Not in the direction of psychi
atrization, but in that of the coercive state with detention ad libitum lies the 
true danger of this scientifically unavoidable theory with its possible 
improper application. The Committee for Public Safety of the French 
Revolution with unlimited power over elements dangerous to the present 
state is the form of state order, for which the theory of the born criminal is 
most suitable?? 

While Sommer considered detention of some "born criminals" a necessary 
way to protect society, he wanted to limit its extent as much as possible. 

Lombroso's ideas remained controversial in Germany (and elsewhere), 
but the idea of the "born criminal," or at least that heredity plays an 
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important role in moral and immoral behavior steadily gained ground in 
late nineteenth and early twentieth-century German psychiatry. One of the 
most prominent psychiatrists in Germany, Emil Kraepelin, professor at the 
University of Munich (and earlier at Heidelberg), acknowledged in his 
memoirs the influence of Lombroso on his early intellectual develop
ment.78 In his influential textbook on psychiatry he promoted the idea that 
"moral insanity" is a hereditary condition, in which a person has no moral 
feelings to offset their selfishness. Neither education nor training can rem
edy such a person's condition, since it is biologically determined?9 In the 
1904 edition of Kraepelin's text, he altered the heading "Moral Insanity" to 
"The Born Crimina!''' which underscores even more the hereditary charac
ter of immoral and criminal behavior. 80 The psychiatrist Otto Binswanger 
agreed with Kraepelin that "moral insanity" is a hereditary condition 
beyond the reach of psychiatric treatment. In an 1888 article (wherein he 
makes clear the importance of Darwinism for his views), he called these 
"morally insane" people "atrophied, defective people born through heredi
tary degeneration." They almost always end up criminals, he claimed. 81 

In 1916 Eugen Bleuler, Forel's successor as director of the Burgholzli 
Psychiatric Clinic in Zurich, summed up the consensus of the psychiatric 
community in his Textbook of Psychiatry, which was widely used in univer
sities to train the next generation of psychiatrists. When discussing the ori
gins of mental illnesses, he began with what he considered the most 
important cause-heredity. He explained that mental problems run in fam
ilies, and thus one's biological constitution is the most important factor 
causing mental illness. One does not inherit specific mental illnesses, but 
rather only the tendency or propensity toward that mental illness, so not 
everyone with mental weaknesses actually display pathological symptoms. 
Some of Bleuler's categories of mental illnesses reflected the prevailing view 
among German psychiatrists at that time that morality is a biological trait. 
He listed spendthrifts, vagrants, and "moral idiots" as examples of those 
suffering from mental illnesses. He agreed with Lombroso that "moral 
idiots" or those having "moral insanity" are predisposed to criminality, and 
they are also usually antisocial and work-shy. While Bleuer and most 
German psychiatrists in the early twentieth century did not believe that 
specific moral commands are innate, they did believe that the aptitude to 
behave morally was an innate, biological trait. Those lacking a moral 
faculty are aberrant and a danger to society.82 

Psychiatrists' ideas about the heritability of moral traits found fertile soil 
in the budding eugenics movement in the 1890s and early 1900s. Many 
psychiatrists, including Fore!' Kurella, Sommer, and Bleuler, became 
prominent advocates of eugenics. Schallmayer, Ploetz, and most other 
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eugenicists used the specter of the "born criminal" or "moral defective" to 
motivate their contemporaries to adopt eugenics policies. Another leading 
eugenicist, Felix von Luschan, professor of anthropology at the University 
of Berlin, believed that eugenics was the key to abolishing crime. In his 
view, "the Criminal should only be considered as a pure lunatic, who is not 
responsible for his ill doings .... Crime in the great majority of cases is a 
hereditary disease generally caused by drunkenness of the parents or ances
tors." Since crime is a hereditary disease, the way to solve the problem is by 
"the complete and permanent isolation of the criminal. "83 

The idea that morality and immorality are primarily hereditary biologi
cal traits had tremendous implications for social policy, including educa
tion, justice, and penal reform, marriage policy, and the control of 
reproduction. Besides issues of marriage and sexual reform, to which we 
will return in later chapters, one of the crucial questions emerging from the 
rise of biological determinism concerned personal responsibility. How can 
society hold individuals responsible for their behavior if that behavior-or 
at least predispositions toward that behavior-is programmed into their 
biological constitution? By rejecting human free will, many psychiatrists 
argued that responsibility as it had been traditionally conceived was 
misguided. However, they generally argued that society had a right to pro
tect itself against morally "aberrant" individuals, so they were not nece
ssarily advocating reduced penalties for criminals. However, they thought 
penalties should be determined on the basis of the threat of the individual 
to society, not based on the particular crime. The medicalization of criminal 
justice could sometimes result in longer sentencing, but for "medical" 
reasons, not retributive justice.84 

Whether or not Darwinism actually implies materialism or determinism 
is a philosophical question beyond the scope of this work, but I have clearly 
demonstrated that historically many people thought it did. Evaluating 
Darwinism's contribution to the rise of moral relativism is even trickier. 
Certainly many Darwinists proclaimed the death knell for Christian, 
Kantian, or any other fixed system of ethics, and they contended that moral 
relativism was a logical consequence of a Darwinian view of morality. They 
completely rejected the natural law tradition of morality that had been so 
influential in the Enlightenment. Thus, it seems safe to say that Darwinism 
did playa role in disseminating ideas about moral relativism. 

However, Darwinism was only one factor among others in the trend to 
historicize ethics and undermine natural law morality in nineteenth
century Germany. There were other forms of historicism (both before and 
after Darwin) prominent in Germany (and elsewhere in Europe), which 
contributed to the sense of ethical crisis in the late nineteenth and early 
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twentieth centuries. Historicism-the idea that everything is in flux and 
phenomena can only be understood as part of a historical process-was a 
feature common to most major systems of thought in nineteenth-century 
Europe, including Hegelianism and Marxism.8s The historian James 
Kloppenberg has shown that the intellectual move toward greater uncer
tainty of knowledge and historicizing ethics involved those rejecting the 
application of science to ethics. The philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, with his 
strict separation between the natural sciences (including Darwinism, of 
course) and the human sciences (including ethics), rejected any kind of 
evolutionary ethics, as did most neo-Kantian philosophers.86 Hegel's, 
Marx's, or Dilthey's moral relativism owed nothing to Darwinism, but 
rather flowed from their historicist worldviews. Darwinism was only one 
form of historicism among others, but it fostered moral relativism by 
providing scientific sanction for it. For some audiences this was more 
important than all the philosophizing Hegel or Dilthey could do. 



2. Evolutionary Progress as the 
Highest Good ~ 

I n 1904 one of the leading German Darwinian biologists, Arnold 
Dodel, proclaimed, "The new world view actually rests on the theory 
of evolution. On it we have to construct a new ethics ... All values will 

be revalued."J Though proponents of evolutionary ethics did not always 
agree on the specifics of the new moraliry, they all agreed that present moral 
norms had to be examined anew in light of evolutionary theory. Some tra
ditional moral norms might be valid, but others must be revised or com
pletely overthrown. Their moral relativism implied that some moral values 
might have been valid in the past, but may no longer apply under modern 
conditions. 

Thus evolutionary ethics faced a daunting question: What would replace 
the old values? While Carneri, JodI, and Gizycki did not think that evolu
tion provided much guidance on this matter, many proponents of evolu
tionary ethics disagreed. One common attitude of those writing about 
evolutionary ethics in the 1890s and early 1900s was poignantly expressed 
on a postcard sent by Willibald Hentschel, a former student of Haeckel's, to 
Christian von Ehrenfels, a philosopher and eugenics enthusiast: "That which 
preserves health is moral. Everything that makes one sick or ugly is sin.,,2 
Indeed, though many Darwinists insisted that moraliry was not fixed, but 
historically changing, and though many emphasized the relativism of moral
iry, one factor still remained constant: the evolutionary process itself Thus 
many writers on evolutionary ethics exalted evolutionary progress-and 
everything that contributes to it-to the status of the highest moral good. 
Health and sickness became criteria for making moral judgments, since they 
influence evolutionary progress. This is obviously a tremendous shift from 
Christian or Kantian ethics, where health and sickness may be influenced by 
moral choices, but by no means do they provide moral guidance. 

Proponents of evolutionary ethics and evolutionary progress could pro
ceed in rwo main directions. The first was that favored by most Darwinian 
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social thinkers before the 1890s, who considered natural selection the most 
sure path toward evolutionary progress. Since untrammeled competition in 
the natural world had already produced such remarkable progress, people 
must only make sure they do nothing to hinder it. If a particular society has 
already adopted "unnatural" institutions that prevent natural selection from 
operating, it should quickly get rid of them. This position is usually known 
as social Darwinism. Many social Darwinists thought competition 
occurred simultaneously on two levels, between individuals and between 
social groups, though some social Darwinists placed greater stress on one or 
the other form. 3 

The second way to promote evolutionary progress was to engage in arti
ficial selection. Rather than get rid of "unnatural" institutions and return 
to "barbaric" forms of competition, a society should retain its higher culture, 
while offsetting the disadvantages of reduced competition. As rational crea
tures, humans should make reproductive choices to further evolutionary 
progress. This second method of promoting evolutionary progress is called 
eugenics. Social Darwinism and eugenics are not mutually exclusive posi
tions, for natural and artificial selection can both operate simultaneously. 
Indeed, many eugenics proponents also advocated measures for increasing 
competition among humans. 

Most social Darwinist thinkers broached the topic of ethics and moral
ity, and certainly, their views had significant moral implications, but many 
did not treat the subject systematically. One of the more prominent social 
Darwinists who did was Gustav Ratzenhofer, a retired Austrian military 
officer who wrote extensively on the social implications of Darwinism. Like 
other social Darwinists, Ratzenhofer believed that humans were locked in 
an ineluctable struggle for existence, but he thought that the human strug
gle was mostly between societies, not individuals.4 His book, Positivist 
Ethics (1901), tried to formulate an ethics on the basis of a monistic world
view. Darwinism was a key component of Ratzenhofer's monism, and his 
book was loaded with biological terminology and examples. Though he did 
not believe in timeless or universal moral precepts, he argued that good and 
evil are not completely relative. He asserted that actions can be judged by 
an absolute standard, which is their impact on the evolution of humans. 
That which promotes evolutionary progress is good, while that which hin
ders it is evil. He stated, "The ethical nature of humans is directed at noth
ing other than at the flourishing of the species, and this rests on the mutual 
dependence of all humans."5 By stressing human interdependence and the 
interests of the species, Ratzenhofer avoided an ethics of individual egoism. 
Just like Darwin, he believed that morality arose as individuals replaced 
egoism with concern for others in society, which would help their society 
emerge victorious in the struggle for existence with other societies. 
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Another social Darwinist thinker, Tille, agreed with Ratzenhofer that 
evolutionary progress was the highest good, but his social Darwinism was 
more individualistic than Ratzenhofer's. His evolutionary ethics was a syn
thesis of Darwinism and Nietzscheanism. While Tille applauded Carneri's 
efforts at applying Darwinism to ethics, he criticized Carneri for not going 
far enough. Carneri failed, he thought, to appreciate the central role of 
competition and selection, and "the increase of the abilities of the species is 
not yet the reigning ideal" in his ethics.6 Like Nietzsche, Tille forthrightly 
declared battle against Christian and humanitarian ethics, which he con
sidered contrary to an ethic based on Darwinian evolution. The moral ideal 
of evolutionary ethics, according to Tille, must be "the elevation and more 
excellent formation of the human race." Because of this, morality must 
judge actions by their effects on the physical and mental prowess of com
ing generations. If an act contributes to biological decline, it is immoral, 
even if it fulfills the Christian command oflove and compassion? Tille sug
gested replacing the Christian command to honor one's parents with a 
principle derived from evolutionary ethics: " 'Honor your child, that it may 
become fit and accomplish its work in life,' teaches ethics on a scientific 
foundation."s Tille embraced both social Darwinist competition and 
eugenics as twin means to the goal of evolutionary progress. 

Tille also interpreted Nietzsche as a proponent of evolutionary ethics, 
even though he admitted that Nietzsche was not always conscious of the 
evolutionary underpinnings for his ideas. Tille claimed that Nietzsche did 
not reject all morality, but only slave morality, such as Christianity or 
humanitarianism. But Nietzsche promoted a morality that would produce 
the Superman, which Tille interpreted as a higher stage of human evolu
tion. According to Tille, ''A physiologically higher condition of future 
humanity is his [Nietzsche's] final moral goal, his moral ideal, and thereby 
he draws the final ethical consequence from Darwinism, thereby he 
expands the theoretical world view of the theory of evolution to the ethical 
world. "9 Tille exulted in Nietzsche's rejection of compassion and sympathy, 
for they will not lead to evolutionary progress. Rather, Tille asserted, 

Even the most careful selection of the best can accomplish nothing, if it is 
not linked with a merciless elimination of the worst people .... And the 
proclamation of social elimination must therefore be one of the supreme 
features of every ethics, which elevates as its ideal the goal that the theory of 
evolurion has demonstrated .... Out of love for coming generations ... 
Zarathustra preaches: Do not spare your neighbor! For the person of roday 
is something that must be overcome. But if it must be overcome, then 
the worst people, the low ones, and the superfluous ones must be 
sacrificed .... Therefore this means becoming hard against those who are 
below average, and in them to overcome one's own sympathy.lO 
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Tille, like Nietzsche, thus reverses much of Christian morality by spurning 
moral responsibility toward the weak and sick in favor of the strong and 
healthy. Tille not only rejected love and compassion as moral precepts, but 
in many cases he considered them immoral. 

Many philosophers today object to Tille's biological interpretation of 
Nietzsche, pointing out that Nietzsche consistently posed as an anti
Darwinist and rejected positivism and scientific materialism. 11 His pen
chant for freedom set him in opposition to the rising tide of biological 
determinism in the late nineteenth century, and Nietzsche's vision of the 
Superman was not of a biologically superior specimen who would out
reproduce his fellow men, but rather of a creative genius who would rise to 
dominate others, but not necessarily leave behind more plentiful offspring. 
Nietzsche had contempt for the "herd," while admitting that mediocrity 
had an advantage in the struggle to survive. 12 

Nonetheless, many historians studying eugenics have noted the influ
ence of Nietzsche on the budding eugenics movement. 13 Why did eugeni
cists, most of whom based their entire worldview on Darwinism, look 
favorably on such an anti-Darwinist as Nietzsche? Part of the answer, of 
course, is that Nietzsche's writings are often ambiguous and offered some
thing for everyone-at least everyone who, like him, rejected Christianity 
and its morality. Many feminists were willing to overlook his misogyny, 
anarchists and some socialists conveniently forgot about his contempt for 
the masses, and nationalists bent his philosophy for their own purposes. 
Eugenicists were not the only ones to selectively read Nietzsche. 14 

However, completely dismissing the connections between Nietzsche and 
evolutionary ethics or Nietzsche and eugenics as a facile misinterpretation 
of a complex thinker does not adequately grapple with Nietzsche's intense 
engagement with biology, especially with evolutionary ethics. Rudiger 
Safranski, Gregory Moore, and Jean Gayon have all recently argued that the 
biological content of Nietzsche's philosophy must be taken seriously, a posi
tion Steven Aschheim has long upheld. 15 Indeed, Nietzsche formulated 
much of his moral philosophy in direct response to evolutionary ethics. 
Already in 1873 Nietzsche confronted evolutionary ethics in his Untimely 
Meditations on Strauss's Old Faith and the New. Nietzsche strongly criti
cized Strauss's moral philosophy, not because Strauss tried to derive moral
ity from Darwinism, but precisely because he did not draw the correct 
ethical implications from his Darwinian worldview. Strauss, Nietzsche 
groaned, had merely justified presently accepted moral standards, while a 
"true and seriously consistent Darwinian ethic" would "derive moral pre
cepts for life from the bellum omnium contra omnes [the war of all against 
all] and the prerogatives of the stronger." Nietzsche further showed affinity 
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with Darwinism by noting that Darwinism implied inequality, since the 
strong suppress the weak and bring about their demise. 16 

Nietzsche's keen interest in ethical philosophy was stimulated further in 
the mid-1870s by his close friend, Paul Ree, who lived with Nietzsche for 
a time while composing his book, The Origin of Moral Feelings (1877). 
Upon publishing this work, Ree wrote to Nietzsche, "To the father of 
this work, with the deepest thanks, from its mother."I? Nietzsche politely 
distanced himself from Ree's remark, and in the 1880s Nietzsche would 
drift further apart from his friend's attempt to formulate a positivistic 
moral philosophy. However, Nietzsche's work Human All-Too-Human, was 
composed in the late 1870s under the heavy influence of Ree, and many 
of Nietzsche's friends criticized Nietzsche's turn toward positivism in 
that work. 18 

The fundamental idea animating Ree's work, The Origin of Moral 
Feelings, is that Darwin's and Lamarck's theories of biological evolution 
prove that "moral phenomena-just as well as physical [phenomenal-can 
be reduced to natural causes," and thus undermine any transcendent origin 
for morality. Ree argues that human behavior is completely determined, 
because all moral qualities of people are biologically inherent. Humans are 
essentially egoistic, since they behave in such a way as to maximize their 
survival. Even an individual's "unegoistic" behavior is simply an adaptation 
helping him or her survive in the struggle for existence. Thus, altruism can 
also be reduced to egoism. Ree therefore denied that anyone could be prop
erly praised or blamed for moral or immoral behavior, since such behavior 
is programmed into their biological nature. 19 Of course, Nietzsche did not 
agree with all of Ree's points, and much of his later moral philosophy 
was a refutation of some of Ree's ideas. However, he did agree with Ree's 
dismissal of transcendent morality and also embraced determinism. 

As Nietzsche developed his moral philosophy in the 1880s, he read 
extensively the literature on evolutionaty biology and especially on evolu
tionary ethics. He was heavily influenced by non-Darwinian theories of 
evolution, especially by reading Karl Niigeli's Mechanical-Physiological 
Theory of Evolution (1884), Wilhelm Roux's Struggle of Parts in the 
Organism (1881), and William Rolph's Biological Problems: Toward the 
Development of a Rational Ethic (1882). Nietzsche heavily annotated his 
copy of Rolph's book, which shaped his critique of Darwinism. Rolph
and likewise Nietzsche-clearly accepted biological evolution, but he 
thought that Darwin's theory of natural selection was misguided. Humans 
do not struggle for existence in a situation of scarcity, as Darwin's theory 
postulated, but rather humans struggle for supremacy and mastery in con
ditions of superfluity and abundance. Nietzsche heavily marked a passage 
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from Rolph's book explaining how his view of struggle differed from the 
Darwinian struggle for existence: 

Furthermore, the life-struggle is then no defensive struggle, but rather a war 
of aggression ... But growth and reproduction and perfection are the con
sequences of that successful war of aggression ... While the Darwinists hold 
that no struggle for existence takes place where the survival of the creature is 
not threatened, I believe the life-struggle to be ubiquitous: it is first and fore
most precisely such a life-struggle, a struggle for the increase of life, but not 
a struggle for life!20 

Nietzsche certainly reveled in struggle, and he incorporated Rolph's idea 
into his philosophy by positing the human will to power as the driving 
force in life.21 In some instances he referred to the will to power as an 
instinct, thus seeming to give it biological content. 

Nietzsche intently studied much of the important literature on evolu
tionary ethics in the 1880s, including Herbert Spencer (whom he opposed) 
and Francis Galton, as well as some more obscure works, such as Georg 
Heinrich Schneider's The Animal Will (1880) and Erdmann Gottreich 
Christaller's The Aristocracy of the Mind as the Solution of the Social Problem: 
Handbook of Natural and Rational Selection of Humanity (1885).22 Even 
though Nietzsche did not agree with many of the ideas of these writers on 
evolutionary ethics, he certainly did incorporate into his writing some of 
their key themes, especially ideas about degeneration and breeding. 
Further, many passages in Nietzsche exalt health and physical vitality above 
the traditional Christian virtues of renunciation and self-denial. Nietzsche 
also explicitly promoted many eugenics ideas, including health certificates 
before marriage. In many passages in The Will to Power Nietzsche manifests 
his eugenics ideas. In a representative passage he stated, 

There are cases in which a child would be a crime: in the case of chronic 
invalids and neurasthenics of the third degree .... Society, as the great 
trustee of life, is responsible to life itself for every miscarried life-it also has 
to pay for such lives: consequently it ought to prevent them. In numerous 
cases, society ought to prevent procreation: to this end, it may hold in readi
ness, without regard to descent, rank, or spirit, the most rigorous means of 
constraint, deprivation of freedom, in certain circumstances castration.-

The Biblical prohibition "thou shalt not kill!" is a piece of naivete 
compared with the seriousness of the prohibition of life to decadents: 
"thou shalt not procreate!"-Life itself recognizes no solidarity, no "equal 
rights," between the healthy and the degenerate parts of an organism [this 
refers to Roux's evolutionary theory]: one must excise the latter-or the 
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whole will perish.-Sympathy for the decadents, equal rights for the ill
constituted-that would be the profoundest immorality, that would be 
antinature itself as morality!23 

As the quote demonstrates, Nietzsche was more radical than most of his 
contemporaries in drawing moral conclusions from his views on evolution 
and eugenics. He clearly rejected the Christian conception of the sanctity 
of human life. According to Safranski, "this naturalization of the mind and 
the consequent relativization of the special status of man, which was in 
effect a disparagement of man, is only one of the two major aspects of the 
effects of Darwinism [on Nietzschel."24 

Indeed, Nietzsche's pronouncements on human breeding often carried 
murderous overtones, though, as Safranski has argued, Nietzsche usually 
shrouded his views in ambiguity to dodge responsibility and ward off crit
icism. Zarathustra, for example, encourages people to die "at the right 
time," when one is in victory and when one wills to die, rather than hang
ing on to life while one declines. Nietzsche not only seems to favor suicide 
in this passage, but also expresses more perverse hopes, stating, "Far too 
many keep living and hang much too long on their branches. Maya storm 
come, which shakes all this rotten and worm-eaten fruit from the tree."25 
In a section of The Gay Science entitled, "Holy Cruelty," a "saint" gives 
advice to a father to kill his disabled child, asking, "Isn't it more cruel 
to allow it to live?"26 In Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche included a section 
entitled "Morality for Physicians," in which he called sick people parasites 
having no right to life. He enjoined physicians to cultivate a "new respon
sibility" by fostering "the ascending life," while demanding the "most 
ruthless suppression and pushing aside of the degenerating life.'>27 Finally, in 
Ecce Homo Nietzsche discussed the future if his ideas triumph: 

If we cast a look a century ahead and assume that my assassination of two 
thousand years of opposition to nature and of dishonoring humans succeeds. 
That new party of life, which takes in hand the greatest of all tasks-the 
higher breeding of humanity, including the unsparing destruction of all 
degenerates and parasites-will again make possible that superfluity o/lifo on 
earth, from which also the Dionysian condition must again arise. 28 

It may be true that Nietzsche did not explicitly advocate killing the disabled 
in these passages, but he certainly gave more than enough hints to make 
his views clear. Many leading eugenicists, in any case, embraced Tille's 
interpretation of Nietzsche and thought he supported their cause. 

Eugenicists generally believed that ethics and morality needed to 
be rewritten in light of evolutionary theory. Evolutionary ethics 
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undergirded-sometimes overtly, sometimes implicitly-the whole enter
prise of eugenics as it expanded rapidly in the early twentieth century. 
Eugenics was, after all, the attempt to find practical measures to improve 
human heredity. Its adherents often claimed scientific status for the enter
prise, but because of their stress on psychological determinism, most of 
the early leaders also claimed that all the human sciences were subject to the 
natural sciences. Just like their mentor Haeckel, they tried to bring ethics 
and morality under the purview of science. 

Few were more insistent on this point than Schallmayer. Beginning 
his university studies in philosophy, he became disillusioned because of 
the many different answers proposed by philosophers, so he abandoned 
philosophy for natural science as a more reliable path to true knowledge.29 

In 1904-05 he wrote two articles-one for Ploetz's eugenics journal and 
the other for an academic philosophy journal-arguing that the human 
sciences needed to embrace the same methodology as the natural sciences. 3o 

Schallmayer insisted that ethics and morality were no exceptions, but could 
and should also be brought under the sway of natural science. He asserted 
that if our views on moral righteousness are not in harmony with natural 
laws, then we must amend our views, "for we are subject to natural laws, 
and they do not ask about our crazy ideas."3! Ethics was so integral a com
ponent of Schallmayer's eugenics program that he often referred to eugen
ics as "generative ethics."32 In his most important book, Heredity and 
Selection, which went through four editions by 1920, he opened and closed 
the book with remarks about the necessity of altering present ethics. 
Darwinism would form the basis for this new ethics, since, according to 
Schallmayer, "Theoretically the theory of evolution leads undeniably to the 
demand for the continued development of ethics in the sense of evolution
aryethics."33 

Schallmayer believed the function of ethics was to help social organisms 
triumph in the struggle for existence between societies. Thus, the measur
ing rod for morality was the survival and reproduction of the greatest num
ber. He criticized utilitarian ethics, since happiness and pleasure mayor 
may not correspond with survival and reproduction. He pointed out that 
hedonism sometimes leads to biological and social decline, as it did for the 
Greeks and Romans.34 In an article on the relationship between ethics and 
eugenics, he summed up his criteria for evaluating moral precepts: 

The value of existing or intended rules of social life and especially of sexual 
life may therefore be measured first and foremost according to their contri
bution to the success of the human evolutionary process, secondly according 
to their usefulness for society, and thirdly according to their adaptation to 

the individual desire for happiness and avoidance of pain.35 
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Not only was the evolutionary process the standard by which to judge 
moral norms, but natural selection would ensure that the highest form of 
evolutionary ethics would ultimately prevail. The first society to adopt evo
lutionary ethics would have an advantage in the struggle for existence and 
would likely prevail over those retaining more traditional morality. 36 

Schallmayer attacked Christian morality as an impediment to evolu
tionary progress. He asserted that "the views of Christianity, insofar as they 
are at all influential, do not have the tendency to improve selection, either 
consciously or unconsciously, but rather-naturally unconsciously-has 
the opposite tendency." He deemed some of the ideals of Christian moral
ity, such as humility and despising earthly goods, harmful in the struggle 
for existence and thus irreconcilable with true morality.37 How, then, did 
Christian morality become so prevalent, if it conferred such disadvantages 
to its bearers? Schallmayer suggested that some aspects of religious ethics 
can be advantageous in the struggle for existence. However, those aspects of 
Christianity most disadvantageous, such as loving one's enemy, survived 
only because they remained a dead letter, never being put into practice.38 

Ploetz was just as aware as Schallmayer that his eugenics program 
entailed significant changes in morality. In the foreword to the first issue of 
his journal he stated that "the modern natural scientific-biological view 
offers even moral philosophy new points of departure."39 In the first sen
tence of the first article in his journal he set forth the principle that would 
guide his ethical philosophy: "Everyone who would like to participate with 
the work on the development and realization of human ideals, and who 
struggles to find a clear guiding principle for this work, will again and again 
encounter the elementary fact, that all spiritual values of the beautiful, true, 
and good are firmly tied to the living body. "40 Ploetz explained that monism 
and psychological determinism were the philosophical foundation for his 
entire program. Thus, it is not surprising that he-like so many other 
eugenicists-thought morality must ultimately be linked to physical life. 

Ploetz's formulation of the highest moral principle was quite similar to 
Schallmayer's and Tille's. In his 1895 book-the only full-length book 
Ploetz wrote-he stated, "The first measuring rod of all human activity 
is the preservation of the healthy, strong, flourishing life." This is not an 
individualistic enterprise; for Ploetz believed that race hygiene-his term 
for eugenics-should promote the greatest welfare for the greatest number 
of people.41 Ploetz was not thereby supporting utilitarianism, for-like 
Schallmayer-he saw welfare not in terms of happiness or pleasure, but 
as survival and reproduction. Ploetz's stress on promoting the welfare of 
others may seem odd in light of his frequent criticisms of the contraselec
tive effects of humanitarianism. However, Ploetz saw his eugenics program 
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as a way to harmonize the seeming contradiction between humanitarianism 
and Darwinism. As a young man he was committed to socialist ideals, 
and the subtitle of his book was An Explanation of Race Hygiene and 
Its Relationship to the Humane Ideals, Especially Socialism. Rather than dis
pensing with humanitarianism or socialism, Ploetz considered eugenics the 
only way to preserve humanitarian ideals without producing biological 
degeneration. Eugenics could foster evolutionary progress through rational 
artificial selection, thus obviating the need for the cruel, laissez-faire struggle 
for existence that brings progress to the rest of nature.42 

Like Haeckel, however, Ploetz thought Christianity went too far with its 
ethic of love and compassion. We need to recognize, he declared, "that it 
does not suffice to turn the left cheek, when the right cheek is struck, but 
that in the moral view of the foture besides love for one's neighbor the preserva
tion and increase of fitness, manliness, and beauty of people must also be 
folly guaranteed.,,43 Christian love, therefore, needs to be balanced with 
self-preservation and a concern for biological improvement. 

Ploetz's brother-in-law and coeditor, the sociologist Anastasius 
Nordenholz, largely shared Ploetz's views on the goals of morality. 
According to Nordenholz, the highest moral principle is: "Everything that 
promotes the increased reproduction of the more fit racial elements, even 
if [it is] at the expense of the unfit."44 He was fully aware of the harsh 
implications of his moral views, claiming, 

Solidarity has its extent and its limits in the need of a progressing society to 

get rid of its inferior elements or those no longer sufficiently able to adapt. 
Otherwise, the progress of society would soon become lame through such 
ever-accumulating ballast; indeed society itself would be strangled by it. 
Solidarity, altruism, love for one's neighbor, and humaneness are all only 
social [i.e., moral], to the extent that the progress of society is fostered 
through them.45 

These views obviously flew in the face of traditional Christian or humani
tarian ethics, but Nordenholz countered their objections by asserting that 
in the long run his own morality was more humane. He compared the 
harshness of his views with a painful operation, which inflicts pain only to 
bring greater good in the end.46 

Judging from the outpouring of articles and books on the subject, 
interest in the ethical implications of Darwinism and eugenics exploded in 
the first decade of the twentieth century. The vast majority of those pro
moting evolutionary ethics and eugenics were scientists or physicians, 
including biologists, anthropologists, psychiatrists, and medical professors. 
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Most German philosophers and many sociologists, on the other hand, 
opposed the application of science to ethics. The philosopher Wilhelm 
Dilthey wielded considerable influence in German academe in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He had argued that the natural 
and human sciences were incommensurable, since they necessarily 
employed different methodologies. 

The only prominent German philosopher to promote an ethic based on 
Darwinism was Christian von Ehrenfels, who accepted the chair in ethical 
philosophy at the German University of Prague in 1896. Ehrenfels is 
better known today for his early work on Gestalt theory, but he devoted 
much of his career to promoting eugenics, which he considered the logical 
consequence of evolutionary ethics. His first article on evolutionary ethics 
appeared in 1892 in a popular journal. In it he confessed that despite the 
many similarities between his ethic and Nietzsche's, he had not derived his 
ideas from Nietzsche, but rather from Darwinian science. He overtly 
rejected Christian and utilitarian ethics, preferring instead a morality that 
relies on healthy instincts to further human evolution. This evolutionary 
ethic would strive to increase lite and growth, beauty and strength, in order 
to produce a more noble kind of humanity in future generations.47 

Nine years later Ehrenfels privately published a book spelling out the 
implications of his evolutionary ethics, which he distributed to friends and 
colleagues, apparently wanting feedback before openly divulging all his 
views. In this book, Ehrenfels drew a sharp distinction between an organ
ism's fitness and its value. Fitness can only be determined by the survival of 
an organism, while Ehrenfels defined the value of an organism as its ability 
to perform mental functions. Thus, humans are the highest organisms. 
Later in the same book, however, Ehrenfels asserted that greater value is 
usually linked to greater physical strength and health, but it is unclear why 
this would be so, unless he thought that mental and physical vigor normally 
coincided. In any case, Ehrenfels believed that morality should sanction 
whatever promotes health, especially mental vigor, but also physical 
prowess. 48 

Because more valuable organisms were not always more fit, according to 
Ehrenfels, biological decline or degeneration was possible. He feared that in 
human society this process of degeneration was already underway, since 
various social institutions provided "less valuable" people with reproductive 
advantages over the "more valuable" ones. Ehrenfels constantly distin
guished between "inferior" and "superior" people in his writings, and his 
primary goal was to suggest ways to favor the "superior" over the "inferior" 
in order to improve the human species. While he suggested several kinds of 
reforms, including abolishing the inheritance of capital, the centerpiece of 
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his proposal was an alteration of sexual morality to favor polygamy for the 
"most valuable" males (see chapter 7).49 

In 1903, Ehrenfels began publishing his views in earnest, and for the 
next 15 years he wrote tirelessly about Darwinian ethics and eugenics. In 
an article on "Evolutionary Morality," Ehrenfels favored a replacement of 
Christian and humanitarian ethics with an ethic squarely based on 
Darwinism. According to Ehrenfels, "Evolutionary theory arose, and a gen
eration after its founding the freest spirits, the most far-sighted pioneers, 
proclaim the ideal of the regeneration of our blood as the highest ethical 
goal, as the most pressing demand of evolution."5o Over the next decade, 
he published many articles promoting biological regeneration through 
moral reforms. Like most other advocates of evolutionary ethics, Ehrenfels 
argued that morality is not a fixed system, since what is biologically bene
ficial under some circumstances may not be so in other situations. Like 
JodI, he suggested that morality is often a step behind present conditions, 
necessitating a constant reform of morality. His task as a moral philosopher 
was to try to find moral precepts that would match current conditions, thus 
fostering evolutionary progress. 51 

Under the influence of Darwinian biology and eugenics, the idea that 
health should become one of the highest moral principles became promi
nent in the medical profession in the early rwentieth century. Felix von 
Luschan, professor of physical anthropology at the University of Berlin and 
an early leader of the eugenics movement in Berlin, stated in a 1909 lecture 
to the Society of German Scientists and Physicians, that "every means is 
good, if it raises the fruitfulness of the fit and limits that of the unfit." He 
hoped that anthropology would contribute to this enterprise and thus ful
fill a practical function, in addition to its theoretical purposes. 52 Indeed, 
Luschan wanted not only anthropology, but the entire university to con
tribute to the cause of promoting eugenics. He stated in a lecture that the 
"Duty of Health" must come to dominate the university, then the school 
system, and finally, the whole nation. 53 

A pathology professor at the University of Bonn, Hugo Ribbert, not 
only thought that promoting physical health was a moral imperative, but 
he also linked health and morality even more tightly by claiming that those 
who are healthy are necessarily moral. On the face of it, this seems a rather 
odd position to take, but Ribbert stated it quite boldly: 

The man who is thoroughly healthy in every respect simply cannot act badly 
or wickedly; his actions are necessarily good, necessarily, that is ro say, 
properly adapted ro the evolution of the human race, in harmony with the 
cosmos .... The healthy human being knows nothing of evil because he is 
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capable of no other actions than those that are good, that is to say, in 
harmony with the aims of human evolution. 54 

Ribbert could take this position, because he-like Darwin and most 
eugenicists-believed that morality rested on social instincts that would 
prevail in any healthy person. He optimistically asserted that altruism is the 
natural state of a healthy individual. But since one's moral character deter
mines one's health, and health determines morality, Ribbert's position 
seems tautological. Any individual with immoral character is automatically 
defined as unhealthy. Nonetheless, Ribbert insisted that if humans could 
conquer disease, immorality would vanish. 55 

These ideas spread rapidly, and not just among scientists and physicians. 
Theodor Fritsch, a highly influential anti-Semitic publicist, developed sim
ilar ideas about Darwinian ethics and eugenics. In one article he confronted 
head-on the question of the origins of morality, concluding that "Morality 
and ethics arise from the law of preservation of the species, of the race. 
Whatever ensures the future of the species, whatever is suited to raise the 
species to an ever higher level of physical and mental perfection, that is 
moral."56 For Fritsch this was not just a minor side issue, but rather a cen
tral doctrine of his anti-Semitic worldview. Therefore, he continually 
stressed the priority of eugenics and health consciousness for maintaining 
the vitality of the German people. He stated, "The preservation of the 
health of our race (Geschlecht) is one of our highest commands," and he did 
not recoil from the harsh implications of this view, for he continued: 

We do not approve of any folse humanity. Whoever seeks to preserve the 
degenerate and depraved limits space for the healthy and strong, suppresses 
the life of the whole community, multiplies the sorrows and burdens of 
existence, and helps rob happiness and sunshine from life. Where human 
power cannot triumph over sorrow, there we honor death as a friend and 
redeemer. 57 

The idea that Darwinism exposed the futility of Christian and humanitar
ian compassion for the downtrodden, and that characterized concern for 
the weak as "false humanity," became ever more widespread as the eugen
ics movement (and Nietzschean philosophy) became ever more popular in 
early twentieth-century Germany. 

The constant stress on physical health in Darwinian and eugenics 
circles contributed to various movements promoting healthy lifestyles, 
which often took on the character of a moral crusade. Fritsch, for example, 
wanted to abolish the use of tobacco, coffee, and tea in his utopian eugenics 
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community, and many other eugenics enthusiasts abstained from these and 
other unhealthy substances. The importance of Darwinism and eugenics in 
influencing the budding health reform movement is debatable, but it is 
clear that they played a significant role. Even advertisements reflected this, 
suggesting that these ideas must have been widespread. In a 1908 issue of 
a journal promoting sex reform and eugenics, a company promoted its malt 
coffee-substitute as a way to win the Darwinian struggle for existence: 
"One can only move forward in the struggle for existence, if one possesses 
a healthy body and healthy nerves. Therefore beware of everything that can 
destroy your most precious possession in life, your health."58 

Eugenics also played a key role in the temperance movement. Gustav 
von Bunge, a physiologist at the University of Basel, became convinced that 
alcohol was unhealthy, not only to the individual drinker, but also to his 
or her offspring. He became the leading figure in the early temperance 
movement in Germany, recommending complete abstinence from alcohol 
ro avoid hereditary degeneration. Many biologists in the early rwentieth 
century agreed, since scientific evidence suggested that alcohol damaged 
gametes, and this allegedly would harm the hereditary health of the fol
lowing generations. Bunge's views on temperance became rather influential 
in the eugenics movement, which he fully supported, accepting honorary 
membership in the Society for Race Hygiene when it was founded in 
1905.59 

Forel, who deserves to be called the grandfather of the German eugen
ics movement, was also a tireless supporter of temperance. As a psychiatrist, 
he saw the deleterious effect of alcohol on many of his patients, and he 
was concerned that alcohol might cause hereditary diseases in drinkers' 
children. In 1888, after a two-year experiment in abstinence, he decided 
to permanently abstain from alcohol.60 He became president of the Swiss 
section of the Knights Templar, a temperance society, and led the Swiss 
branch to break away from the international parent organization, when it 
opposed his stance on religious neutrality.61 Nonetheless, he was a tireless 
organizer, founding new temperance lodges, not only in Switzerland, but 
also in France and North Africa.62 Through his direct influence other lead
ing figures in the eugenics movement, including Ploetz, vowed to abstain 
from alcohol. Ploetz was so serious about proving the debilitating heredi
tary effects of alcohol that he daily fed several thousand rabbits alcohol to 
observe the effects. After spending a huge sum on this endeavor (1.5 mil
lion marks, if his son's memory is correct) and finding no discernible signs 
of degeneration, he abandoned the experiment. 63 

The moral crusade for health reform-including temperance, but also 
abstinence from other harmful substances-seems to flow logically from 
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the exaltation of hereditary health, physical strength, and mental prowess 
to new moral imperatives in the Darwinian worldview. However, though 
the various health reform movements were controversial, most were not a 
serious threat to the moral order, and some were welcomed enthusiastically 
by those upholding traditional morality. More serious threats to the moral 
status quo would emerge as Darwinian and eugenics ideas were applied 
to other areas of morality, especially sexual morality and medical ethics. 
After sketching out the attempts to organize evolutionary ethics in the 
early twentieth century in chapter 3 (in part to show the influence of 
these ideas), we will discuss these more controversial topics at length in 
subsequent chapters. 



3. Organizing Evolutionary 
Ethics ~ 

By the 1890s and early 1900s Germany had reached a state of ethical 
and moral crisis. Many factors contributed to the increasing sense of 
malaise and disorientation in the realm of morality. German (and 

European) intellectual life had become increasingly secularized during the 
nineteenth century, a process that Darwinism furthered. Though the anti
clerical philosophers of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment had generally 
retained the fundamental tenets of Judeo-Christian ethics, many intellectu
als of the nineteenth century no longer found traditional morality satisfying. 
Nietzsche's rejection of Christian morality resonated with many young 
thinkers around the turn of the twentieth century. The rise of 
historicism in the nineteenth century brought many leading intellectuals in 
Europe to abandon moral certainty.! However, though many intellectuals 
pressed for significant reforms in morality, few wanted to abandon morality 
altogether. Rather they sought a secular replacement for Judeo-Christian 
ethics. Darwinism would playa prominent role in this search for a secular 
ethics and morality, especially among the scientific and medical elite. 

Urbanization was another factor contributing to the sense of dislocation 
and disorientation, causing many new urbanites to jettison traditional reli
gion and ethics. The famous French sociologist Emile Durkheim coined the 
term anomie to describe this rising sense of unease among urban dwellers. 
The German sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies analyzed the same phenome
non, noting that traditional social ties in communities (Gemeinschaft) were 
being displaced by more impersonal urban society (Gesellschaft). The growth 
of crime and prostitution in urban areas aroused concerns about the 
widespread breakdown of morality. 

The German Society for Ethical Culture, founded in October 1892, was 
the first attempt to organize secular ethics in Germany. Impetus for estab
lishing the Society came from Felix Adler, an American professor who had 
already organized a similar society in the United States. In 1892 he visited 
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Berlin and encouraged his colleagues in Germany to create an organization 
dedicated to promoting the divorce of ethics from religion. The time was 
propitious for such an endeavor, since Prussia passed a new school law in 
1892, which tried to enforce greater religious orthodoxy, thereby arousing 
the ire of secular intellectuals. The new Society was able to capitalize on this 
dissatisfaction, quickly recruiting 2000 members and establishing local 
societies in many German cities in its first few months of existence. 

The Ethical Culture Society was not overtly Darwinian, so it could 
not properly be considered an organization promoting evolutionary ethics. 
Indeed it refused to endorse any particular worldview. Obviously, those 
upholding more traditional religious views were staunch and vocal oppo
nents, since they were unwilling to separate ethics from religion. Nonetheless, 
among secularists the Society tried to be as inclusive as possible, refusing to 
take sides in debates over metaphysics. It was precisely this agnosticism on 
metaphysical questions that alienated those who believed that ethics and 
morality could not be understood apart from a more comprehensive world
view. Haeckel, for example, attended the founding meeting of the Society in 
Berlin, but he refused to join, since he insisted that ethical discussions had to 
be based on a proper worldview (his monistic philosophy).2 

Though snubbed by Haeckel, other leading Darwinian-inspired 
philosophers and social reformers were more sanguine about the possibili
ties of the Ethical Culture Society. Even though Darwinism was not a cen
tral point of discussion of the Society, many (but not all) of the intellectuals 
and social reformers involved in the Society embraced Darwinism and 
believed that it had implications for ethics and morality. One of the most 
important figures in the founding of the Society was Gizycki, a moral 
philosopher influenced by evolutionary theory (see chapter 1). Gizycki 
hoped the Society would supplant religion and become the "church of the 
future."3 He also became editor of its weekly journal, Ethische Kultur. 

Besides Gizycki, Wilhelm Foerster, an astronomer at the University of 
Berlin, played a leading role in establishing and guiding the Ethical Culture 
Society. He presided at its founding meeting, and in his closing remarks to 
that gathering, he revealed how evolutionary principles affected his ethical 
thought. He stated 

In the deepest sense of the biological theory of evolution, we are of the 
conviction that the human soul is the ultimate aim of this evolution on 
the earth, insofar as the refinement of its senses and the ennobling of its 
thinking will produce the feeling and the knowledge of a more comprehen
sive fellowship of happiness and unhappiness, of pleasure and pain, and the 
unifying consciousness of humanity.4 
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Foerster, just like Gizycki, thus considered human morality the product of 
the evolutionary process. The feeling of human solidarity, which he 
believed must be the basis for all morality, arose as a product of biological 
evolution. However, it is unclear how much Foerster relied on biological 
evolution in actually deriving any of his ethical principles. 

Foerster's eldest son, Friedrich Wilhelm, whose 1893 dissertation 
explored Kantian ethics, also became a leader in the early years of the 
Ethical Culture Society, coediting the Society's journal for several years in 
the 1890s. In his memoirs he explained the powerful influence Darwinism 
exerted on him and other young people in the 1880s and 1890s. He was 
raised in a thoroughly secular family, whose home was "a place of worship 
for the natural-scientific worldview." Darwin's Origin of Species, which he 
read at age eighteen, had a tremendous influence on him, convincing him 
that humans were "an animal among other animals." Thereafter he imbibed 
many works advocating a "scientific worldview," including Haeckel's 
Natural History of Creation and Strauss's Old Faith and the New, and he 
even studied some biology under Weismann at the University of Freiburg. 
Foerster ultimately abandoned the search for a secular ethics and quit the 
Society for Ethical Culture after converting to Catholicism in 1899. His 
growing doubts about the ability of Darwinism to explain the origins of the 
human conscience was one factor that drove him away from a naturalistic 
worldview. 5 

The first secretary of the Ethical Culture Society, Rudolph Penzig, who 
frequently lectured at meetings of the Society throughout Germany and 
later became editor of its journal, discussed the connections between 
Darwinism and ethics at greater length than the Foersters. First of all, he 
argued that biological evolution undermines any religious foundations for 
morality. Rather morals are autonomous, deriving their sanction from peo
ple, whether individually or socially. Thus, evolution underpinned Penzig's 
call for the secularization of ethics, as it did for many members of the 
Ethical Culture Society. But evolution served yet another role in the 
formulation of ethics, according to Penzig. Morality produces human soli
darity, which benefits the species, allowing it to survive. Therefore, "ethics 
derives its law from biology, the universal science of life: preservation of 
the species through preservation, adaptation, and replication of the indi
vidual." Despite this reference to the individual, Penzig believed that 
individuals could only flourish biologically when the community takes 
precedence over the individual. He stated, "One may certainly without 
exaggeration characterize as the most essential task of our century [the task] 
to place the relationship of the individual to the species on a new founda
tion." He believed that Christianity had unduly exalted the value of the 
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individual, while Darwinism showed the importance of the national and 
racial community.6 

JodI, the leading ethical philosopher in Germany under the influence of 
Darwinism, eagerly joined the Society for Ethical Culture, hoping that it 
would provide a platform for his moral philosophy (see chapter 1). Even 
before the founding of the Society, he was a friend of Gizycki's and had 
contact with the Ethical Culture Societies in the United States and Britain. 
As Gizycki and Foerster hammered out the agenda for the Society, JodI per
suaded them to alter the original document, since it seemed to welcome 
with open arms those with various religious persuasions. JodI wanted to 
keep religious partisans away, so that the organization could be resolutely 
secular in its approach? JodI joined the leadership of the budding organi
zation in 1893, and the following year co-founded the Austrian Ethical 
Society.s JodI later withdrew from the German Ethical Culture Society, 
because he opposed the growing influence of socialist ideas in its ranks, 
especially through the influence of Gizycki and his wife, Lily (more famous 
under her later name, Lily Braun). After Gizycki's death in 1895, his widow 
withdrew from leadership in the Society to devote her full energies to pro
moting Social Democracy, but JodI refused to rejoin the Ethical Culture 
Society, though he continued to be sympathetic with its goals.9 

Another important figure in the early days of the Ethical Culture 
Society, Moritz von Egidy, was a charismatic and zealous moral reformer 
who gained quite a following in Berlin in the 1890s. Egidy, a retired 
cavalry officer, promoted sweeping social reforms by appealing to religious 
sentiment. However, though he advocated a "United Christendom" and 
used some Christian terminology, his worldview was far removed from 
orthodox Christianity. Rather his religious position seems much closer to 
Haeckel's monism or pantheism. He explained, 

In the place of the contemporary conception of God, a personal God, God 
as a Spirit, God as a Being, Triune, or even a unitary God, the conception of 
a "holy law of evolution" will emerge .... The thought of pure materialism 
cannot satisfY; we need something that will meet our desire for imagination 
and that does not contradict serious and honest thought. We have this in the 
conception of a "holy law of evolution," a concept, which we piously call 
"Providence."lo 

Egidy believed that only by replacing a personal God with the "holy law of 
evolution" could religion avoid contradicting science, and he, like so many 
of his contemporaries, thought that opposing anything bearing the name 
of science was tantamount to committing intellectual suicide. Egidy's 
influence among German social reformers was substantial, but ultimately 
fleeting, for his circle dispersed upon his death in 1898. 
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Many other leading figures promoting a Darwinian worldview partici
pated in the Ethical Culture Sociery. Carneri, the leading writer on evolu
tionary ethics, was a founding member of the German Sociery and also 
participated in the Viennese branch, but because of age and infirmiry, 
he was never particularly active in the Sociery. He did, however, suggest 
that the Sociery concentrate on moral instruction in the schools, and 
he advised the Viennese branch to follow his friend JodI's path (rather than 
following the Berlin Sociery's socialist inclinations)Y 

By the first decade of the twentieth century, the Ethical Culture Sociery 
was in decline, and it had obviously failed to create the "church of the 
future," as Gizycki had hoped. Many other attempts to establish and insti
tutionalize nonreligious ethics ensued in the first decade of the twentieth 
century, many of them more overtly Darwinian than the Sociery for Ethical 
Culture. Many of these organizations had overlapping goals and over
lapping memberships, thus competing with each other for the time and 
financial resources of their members. 

One of the more ambitious attempts to organize evolutionary ethics was 
spearheaded and financed by Albert Samson, a Berlin banker who retired 
to Brussels in the early 1890s after acquiring a fortune. Intensely interested 
in science, he studied medicine at the Universiry of Berlin, though he did 
not pursue a career as a physician. In the course of studying natural science, 
he became enthusiastic about Darwinism, agreeing largely with Haeckel's 
monistic philosophy. He wanted to use his wealth to promote scholarly 
research-especially in the natural sciences-related to evolutionary ethics. 
In 1899 he approached Haeckel with an offer to fund an institution for the 
purpose of investigating evolutionary ethics. Haeckel was excited about the 
prospect and began discussing with Samson the founding of an Academy 
of Physiological Moraliry, which would investigate the biological bases of 
ethics and moraliry. 12 While Haeckel hoped to establish the academy at his 
home institution, the Universiry of Jena, Samson proposed that it be situ
ated in Brussels, since he wanted it to be international in scope. 

In March 1900 Haeckel sent his assistant, the zoologist Heinrich Ernst 
Ziegler, to Brussels to negotiate with Samson about the proposed institute. 
Because of Samson's misgivings, they ultimately agreed that he would pro
vide 5,000 marks to found a more modest international organization of 
scholars committed to investigating evolutionary ethics. 13 Haeckel quickly 
recruited three prominent scientists to help lead the fledgling organization: 
Wilhelm Waldeyer, an anatomist and physical anthropologist at the Universiry 
of Berlin (who knew Samson personally, since Samson had attended his 
classes); Paul Flechsig, a neurophysiologist at the Universiry of Leipzig, and 
Hermann Munk, a neuroanatomist at the Universiry of Berlin. In 1901 
Haeckel sent letters inviting prominent scholars interested in the ethical 
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and social implications of Darwinism to JOIn the Ethophysis Society. 
According to its statutes, the society's aim was "the formation of a natural
scientific worldview and of an ethics founded on it," especially by investi
gating the anatomy and physiology of the brain, physiological psychology, 
and the ethical implications of other scientific findings. 14 The Ethophysis 
Society apparently experienced a stillbirth, for it disappeared without a trace. 

Thereafter Samson sought other avenues for funding research in evolu
tionary ethics. Sometime before 1904 he set up a research foundation with 
the Bavarian Academy of Science, agreeing to endow it with 500,000 marks 
upon his death. The purpose of this foundation was: "Scientific research 
and explanation of the morality of individuals and of social morality in 
light of the results of scientific and historical research, especially of empir
ical and experimental psychology; further, discovery of the implications of 
the results of this research for the life of individuals and society."15 
Apparently he believed in spreading his money around, for by 1904 he was 
negotiating with Waldeyer to set up a similar foundation with the Prussian 
Academy of Science for the investigation of "the natural, biological foun
dations of morality."16 When Samson died in 1908 the Bavarian Academy 
received their 500,000 marks, while the Prussian Academy received almost 
a million marks. 17 Both Waldeyer and Munk, leaders of the defunct 
Ethophysis Society, were named to the Samson Foundation board. 
Despite Samson's massive funding, his hopes remained unfulfilled, for 
most of the money from the Pruss ian foundation funded projects only 
distantly related to ethics. The most important project supported from 
the Pruss ian Samson Foundation was an observation station for apes on 
Tenerife. Most of the scientific work at Tenerife-such as Wolfgang 
Koehler's famous work on Gestalt psychology-focussed on cognition 
rather than ethics. 18 

It is not clear what Samson hoped to accomplish through his funding. 
He obviously was devoted to the idea that science could not only provide 
insight into the origins and nature of morality, but could also give practical 
direction in formulating morality. We do not know much about his own 
stance on ethics, but we do know that he considered the Bible the highest 
expression of moral teaching and highly esteemed Jesus' teachings on 
morality. Waldeyer replied to Samson that the Bible does contain a kernel 
of moral truth, but he asserted that "we cannot set up moral laws valid for 
all times," since morality evolves, just as everything else in the cosmos. 
Waldeyer also warned that one must not take Jesus' teaching literally, and 
he specifically criticized Jesus for not emphasizing "healthy egoism" enough 
in his moral doctrine. 19 Though Waldeyer did not overtly mention 
Darwinism as the justification for his ethical views in this correspondence, 
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the context of the discussion was evolutionary ethics, and Waldeyer's 
position certainly resonated with Haeckel's ethical views. 

Despite massive funding, Samson's projects largely failed in propagating 
evolutionary ethics. However, other efforts early in the twentieth century 
were more successful. First of all, simultaneous with his negotiations with 
Samson, Ziegler was helping organize the Krupp Prize Competition under 
the auspices of Haeckel. Since the prize question focussed on political 
applications of Darwinism, participants could hardly avoid dealing with 
the ethical implications of Darwinism. In his expanded explanation of the 
prize question, Ziegler forthrightly included an ethical dimension to the 
problem. He advised all participants to consider two main points in their 
submitted work: heredity and adaptation. Here Ziegler was emphasizing 
Haeckel's view that heredity and adaptation were the two key elements of 
evolution-the latter producing biological changes and the former stabiliz
ing species. In discussing heredity Ziegler included the inheritance of 
human character traits, including "egoistic instincts, family instincts, social 
instincts, etc." This implies that some kind of moral characteristics are 
inherited biologically. But these instincts are not immutable, for Ziegler 
noted that adaptation brings about gradual changes of laws and morals.20 

In light of Ziegler's guidelines it should come as no surprise that 
Schallmayer and other contestants wrestled with the ethical implications of 
Darwinism in their works. Schallmayer considered his eugenics proposals 
as a straightforward ethical application of Darwinism to society. Not all 
prize-winning authors agreed with Schallmayer that ethics could be based 
on science. Arthur Ruppin and Albert Hesse, two of the three second-place 
winners, both maintained that Darwinism could not provide ethical guid
ance. The difference between Schallmayer's views and those of Ruppin and 
Hesse may reflect their educational background, as Schallmayer was a 
physician and Ruppin and Hesse studied social science, especially econom
ics. However, even Ruppin and Hesse argued that moral traits were hered
itary, and both endorsed eugenics. Hesse even argued that if a society's 
morality conflicted with the laws of evolution by hindering natural selec
tion, such a society would fall prey to societies whose morality did not con
travene the laws of nature. Moral codes of societies could be naturally 
selected, just as biological traits of individuals. 21 By publishing ten of the 
best entries to the Krupp Prize Competition, Ziegler powerfully advanced 
the cause of social Darwinism and eugenics. 

The rise of social Darwinism and eugenics in early twentieth-century 
Germany helped spawn several organizations seeking to apply Darwinism 
to ethics and society. First and foremost was the Monist League, founded 
in 1906 at the behest of Haeckel. Haeckel had been interested for some 
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time in giving organizational form to his monistic philosophy. The primary 
purpose of the Monist League was to replace religious and dualistic world
views-the targets here were primarily Christianity and Kantian philosophy
with a monistic worldview. Naturalistic ethics based on evolution featured 
prominently in this monistic worldview. One of the theses Haeckel formu
lated to serve as the basis for the Monist League called for a monistic ethics 
based on evolutionary theory, in which altruism would be balanced with 
egoism.22 A leading article in the first issue of the Monist League's journal 
also made clear that one of the most important reasons 
for the League's existence was to promote secular moral instruction for 
youth.23 

The ethical implications of monistic philosophy and particularly of evo
lutionary theory became one of the favorite topics of the Monist League in 
the first decade of its existence, judging from the outpouring of journal 
articles and speeches on this subject. One of the more important popular
izers of evolutionary ethics among the Monists was Johannes Unold, a 
Munich physician who served as vice-president of the League and for sev
eral months in 1910-11 as president. He wrote many books and articles 
promoting a monistic ethics based on science, especially Darwinian theory. 
Unold sharply criticized any ethics based on human happiness, such as util
itarianism, since science demonstrates that the "first law and the most uni
versal purpose of the entire organic world is the preservation 0/ the species 
through preservation, adaptation and reproduction o/the individual." Ethics, 
according to Unold, must reflect this scientific insight by placing the 
preservation of the species above happiness or any other value: "To the 
question: 'What should I do? How do we order our life?' the scientific ethics 
answers first of all: 'Do everything that contributes to the preservation o/your
self, your people, and your species! "'24 Because the evolution of higher life 
forms depends on the "suppression and destruction of the lower" forms, 
Unold criticized Christian compassion.25 Unold's ideas, derived in part 
from Ratzenhofer's, reinforced the growing social Darwinist discourse of 
the early twentieth century and propagated evolutionary ethics within the 
Monist League. 

Though JodI's utilitarian ethical philosophy was quite different from 
Unold's, after recovering from his disappointment in the Society for Ethical 
Culture, Jodi hoped he could infuse the Monist League with his ethical and 
social concerns. In 1911 Jodi spoke to the First International Monist 
Congress in Hamburg on "Monism and the Cultural Problems of Today." 
Jodi noted that "modern monism is first of all a child of natural science, 
of evolutionary theory," and it seeks to apply evolutionary theory to all 
fields. Because of this, many wrongly think monism abandons ethics and 
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morality in favor of the struggle for existence and survival of the fittest. JodI 
argued that this was a misunderstanding. Rather, biological evolution has 
produced ever higher forms of morality, since humans as social animals 
have banded together and produced human culture. Human morals, how
ever, are not fixed, according to JodI, bur continue to evolve, adapting to 
ever-changing conditions.26 

JodI's speech struck a responsive chord with his audience, which 
included representatives of the Ethical Culture Society and other social 
reform organizations. The ethical concerns he aroused dominated the next 
two annual meetings of the Monist League, which from that time on 
became more active in pressing for social reform.27 After hearing JodI's 
speech, the president of the Monist League, Wilhelm Ostwald, asked JodI 
if he would author a textbook on moral instruction from a monistic stand
point that could be used in schools. JodI refused, but Ostwald's request 
shows how important the issue of morality was for the Monist League.28 

Another Monist encouraged by JodI's speech (which he read later) was 
Ziegler, who thought the Monist League had been negligent by not pro
moting a positive ethical program. He applauded JodI for calling upon fel
low Monists to begin formulating a positive approach to moral and social 
reform.29 JodI died less than three years after giving that speech and did not 
participate much in the Monist League after his 1911 speech, but his influ
ence was lasting. Ostwald later claimed that JodI's speech provided a new 
direction for the Monist League and set the tone for its subsequent activi
ties. 30 Of the organizations pressing for the secularization of ethics in 
Wilhelmine Germany, the Monist League was probably the most influen
tial, numbering 6,000 members in 1914.31 

One prominent member of the Monist League, the world famous 
psychiatrist August Forel, was not completely satisfied with the League's 
approach to ethics. Forel was an especially ardent crusader for moral 
reform, who retired in 1898 at age 50 from his career in psychiatry to cam
paign for moral and social reforms. In 1908, two years after refusing 
Haeckel's offer to become president of the Monist League, Forel founded 
the International Order for Ethics and Culture. Though he claimed it 
would complement rather than compete with the Monist League, the two 
organizations overlapped considerably in function and membership. Forel 
believed that the Monist League and other freethinker organizations would 
ultimately fail to win many segments of the populace to their worldview, 
because they appealed almost exclusively to reason and did not captivate 
human feelings. He wanted to build a community of ethical monists by 
patterning some aspects of his Order on the Christian churches, whose rit
uals appealed to people's emotions. For instance, the local groups within 
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the Order were supposed to hold weekly meetings for the purpose of moral 
edification and exhortation and also to conduct weddings and funerals for 
members. Forel's hope that he could build a "well-organized army with 
strict discipline" to supplant the Christian churches was obviously not 
fulfilled, since his organization remained even smaller and less influential 
than the Monist League. 32 

Another influential figure in the drive for a new, secularized ethics, 
Helene Stocker, helped found the League for the Protection of Mothers in 
1905 and edited its official journal. She also had connections with the 
Monist League, lecturing at their annual meetings and writing articles for 
their journal. In her persistent call for a "new ethics," Stocker appealed to 
Nietzsche's overthrow of conventional morality, while promoting a 
Darwinian-inspired eugenics program. Her synthesis of Nietzsche and 
Darwin was not as idiosyncratic as it may seem at first, for other of her 
contemporaries-including her erstwhile lover, Tille, also interpreted 
Nietzsche as a proto-eugenicist, as we have seen (see chapter 2). As many of 
Stocker's writings make clear, the League's practical activity on behalf of sin
gle mothers was part of its wider concerns with reforming ethics and moral
ity. When Werner Sombart suggested in a 1908 meeting of the League's 
leadership that they restrict their program to practical activity and forget 
about theoretical concerns related to reforming ethics, Stocker and other 
leading members of the League replied that their practical activity could 
not be separated from its theoretical underpinnings. Thus the League for 
the Protection of Mothers played an important role in the movement to 
secularize ethics in Wilhelmine Germany.33 

Many other secular organizations formed around 1900 to promote 
various health or social reforms. Some aimed at overcoming the perceived 
biological decline in German society. Others focussed their efforts on coun
teracting moral decay. With the rise of biological determinism in the late 
nineteenth century, many believed that biological and moral decline were 
integrally related, so both problems had to be tackled simultaneously. Thus 
many organizations, such as Ploetz's Society for Race Hygiene, promoted 
biological renewal as a means to moral rejuvenation. Ploetz's organization 
was extremely influential among physicians, but it never appealed to the 
masses, since he favored an elitist approach in organizing the eugenics 
movement. In addition to Ploetz's organization, many other organizations 
promoting social reform had at least some inclination toward eugenics, and 
for some eugenics was the guiding principle.34 The antialcohol movement 
in Germany, for example, was driven by eugenics concerns, since many 
physiologists feared that alcohol caused biological degeneration in one's 
gametes, thus resulting in various kinds of hereditary illness, especially 
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mental illnesses. Many-perhaps most-German psychiatrists also consid
ered alcohol a key cause of mental illness, not only for the user, but for the 
offspring as well (see chapter 2).35 

A quite different kind of organization aimed at moral renewal and 
improving the health and vitality of the German people was the German 
Renewal Community, founded by Theodor Fritsch, a prominent anti
Semitic publicist. Fritsch wanted to promote moral regeneration through 
establishing garden communities, that is, utopian settlements in the coun
tryside that would practice eugenics and health reform. In 1908-09 he 
actually bought a landed estate and tried to launch his experiment in com
munal living.36 Fritsch's whole worldview, and particularly his stress on 
health and moral reform, centered on his understanding of Darwinism and 
its implication for ethics. This reliance on evolutionary ethics and eugenics 
is reflected in the "Fundamental Principles of the [German] Renewal 
Community" : 

The preservation of the health of our generation belongs to our highest 
commands .... We do not approve of folse humaneness. Whoever aims at 
preserving the degenerate and depraved, limits the space for the healthy and 
strong, suppresses the life of the whole community, multiplies the sorrow 
and burden of existence, and helps rob happiness and sunshine from life.37 

With his rejection of humanitarian ethics in favor of an ethics based on 
health and biological vitality, Fritsch's views reflected the thought of many 
other thinkers applying Darwinism to ethics. Nonetheless, his organization 
did not achieve a widespread following. 

Though many of these organizations did not survive more than a 
couple of decades, the emergence of so many organizations devoted to 
evolutionary ethics and eugenics around 1900 shows the popularity of 
Darwinian-inspired social and ethical thought at that time. The member
ship of these organizations included many leading professors, physicians, 
and writers, who zealously spread their views throughout Germany. 
However, the demise of these organizations came about in part because 
they could not agree on what the ethical implications of Darwinism were. 
Evolutionary ethics was not a coherent philosophy, but rather, attempts to 
formulate ethics on the basis of evolutionary theory produced a cacophony 
of voices promoting contradictory visions of moral or social reform. Each, 
however, tried to give his or her own particular agenda scientific impri
matur by claiming harmony with the laws of evolution. In addition to dis
agreements on ethical issues, they also could not agree on the organizational 
form best suited to win the German people to their cause. The multiplicity 
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of organizations reduced their effectiveness, since they competed for 
membership and duplicated efforts. 

Despite these institutional weaknesses, the Monist League and the 
League for the Protection of Mothers both persisted until the Nazi seizure 
of power. However, the Monist League's influence declined significantly 
after World War I, largely because of Ostwald's resignation from the presi
dency in 1915 and Haeckel's death in 1919. Despite their support for 
eugenics, both these organizations were hostile to many other aspects of 
Nazism, such as its suppression of individual freedom. They both tilted 
decidedly toward the Left politically, supporting pacifism and other policies 
diametrically opposed to Nazism. The Monist League's publications overtly 
criticized the Nazis before their seizure of power, and in 1932 it joined with 
other freethinking organizations in signing a statement opposing the rise of 
Nazism.38 Because of their staunch opposition to Nazis, neither organiza
tion was able to survive the Nazi "coordination" (a euphemism for 
Nazification) of institutions. The Society for Race Hygiene, however, not 
only survived, but thrived under Nazi rule. Ploetz had opposed Nazism 
before Hitler came to power, but he was won over to the Nazi regime by 
their eugenics program. 39 

The Nazi suppression of the Monist League was not a function of a fun
damental change in the Monist League's orientation during the Weimar 
period, as Gasman has argued, but rather reflected significant differences 
between Haeckel and Hitler. Haeckel and the Monist League promoted 
many social reforms that were anathema to Hitler, such as homo
sexual rights, feminism, and pacifism.40 Gasman's Haeckel-to-Hider thesis 
ultimately failed, in part because he ignored the many areas of sharp 
disagreement between Haeckel and Hitler. However, while acknowledging 
the many differences, we should not ignore the many features of Monist 
ideology that featured prominently in Hitler's worldview, such as eugenics, 
euthanasia, and social Darwinist racism. Haeckel and the Monist League 
were very prominent in promoting these ideas, which we shall now explore 
in greater depth in the succeeding chapters. Despite the many disagree
ments among Darwinian thinkers about ethics, social reform, and politics, 
Darwinism clearly did make a difference in how many people thought 
about the value of human life. 



2. Devaluing Human 
Life~ 



4. The Value of Life and the 
Value of Death ~ 

D arwinism was a matter of life and death. No one understood this 
better than Darwin did. Immediately after explaining that each 
organism "has to struggle for life, and to suffer great destruction," 

he closed his chapter on "The Struggle for Existence" on a more comfort
ing note: "When we reflect on this struggle, we may console ourselves with 
the full belief, that the war of nature is not incessant, that no fear is felt, 
that death is generally prompt, and that the vigorous, the healthy, and the 
happy survive and multiply." This put a rather positive spin on the strug
gle for existence, the "law, leading to the advancement of all organic beings, 
namely, multiply, vary, let the strongest live and the weakest die."J Even 
while overtly denying any purpose or goal for evolution, Darwin could not 
resist the mid-Victorian cult of progress, as these passages illustrate with 
their vision of increasing health, strength, and even happiness. 

One of the alluring features of Darwinism, it seems to me, was that it 
offered a secular answer to the problem of evil and death. Indeed, it was 
more than an answer-it gave Darwinists hope and inspiration that suffer
ing and death would ultimately spawn progress. Darwin clearly viewed 
death and destruction as an engine of evolutionary progress, as we see in 
the penultimate sentence of The Origin of Species: "Thus, from the war of 
nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capa
ble of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly 
follows."2 Darwin's jubilation at the power of natural selection to wrest 
victory from the jaws of death is reminiscent of the biblical promise, 
"Death is swallowed up in victory."3 In one respect, then, Darwin's theory 
of natural selection was a secular answer to Judeo-Christian theodicy 
(the justification of a benevolent God in a world of evil), since it provided 
an explanation for the existence of evil and promised that evil would 
ultimately fulfill a good purpose. 
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In a speech honoring Darwin's hundredth birthday in 1909 Max von 
Gruber, a famous professor of hygiene at the University of Munich, 
expressed exactly this point. He opened his speech by countering the 
common misconception that nature is peaceful, harmonious, and idyllic. 
Rather it is "filled with pitiless, gruesome struggle, with torment and 
death ... Not only do animals murder animals, but plants murder plants." 
Darwin, Gruber exulted, had discovered a rationale behind all this 
seemingly meaningless misery: 

The never-ceasing struggle is, according to him (Darwin], not useless. It 
constantly dears away the malformed, the weak, and the inferior among the 
generations and thus secures the furure for the fit. Thus only through the 
inexorable extermination of the negative variants does it provide living space 
for the strong and its strong offspring, and it keeps the species healthy, 
strong, and able to live.4 

Suffering and death, then, were not gratuitous, but fulfilled a higher pur
pose-the preservation and advancement of all living beings. Even though 
Gruber thought human reason and pity could and should mollifY the strug
gle among humans, Darwinism helped him find purpose and meaning in 
the mass destruction of other organisms. 

Perhaps the promise of evolutionary progress gave comfort in the face of 
death and destruction, but, on the other hand, Darwinism increased the 
sting of death, at least in a quantitative sense. Darwin formulated his the
ory of natural selection after reading Thomas Robert Malthus's famous 
Essay on the Principle o/Population. Malthus based his population principle 
on the biological observation that most organisms produce far more prog
eny than can possibly survive. He argued that, like other organisms, the 
human population tends to increase faster than the food supply, unless 
checked by other restraints (disease, war, etc.). Because of this imbalance 
berween reproduction rates and food supply, Malthus believed that the 
vast majority of people must die without reproducing. Death-indeed 
mass death-was thus central to the Malthusian vision that Darwin 
appropriated and then propagated. Adrian Desmond in his biography of 
T. H. Huxley is not exaggerating when he claims that according to Darwin's 
theory, "only from death on a genocidal scale could the few progress."5 

To be sure, the struggle for existence among organisms is more often 
peaceful competition than bloody combat, but Darwin recognized that 
killing-even within species-is also a normal part of the struggle: 

It may be difficult, but we ought to admire the savage instinctive hatred of 
the queen-bee, which urges her instantly to destroy the young queens her 
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daughters as soon as born, or to perish herself in the combat; for undoubt
edly this is for the good of the community; and maternal love and maternal 
hatred, though the latter fortunately is most rare, is all the same to the 
inexorable principle of natural selection.6 

Darwin may have admired the queen bee's instinctive hatred and infanti
cide (if I may indulge in anthropomorphizing here), but he certainly did 
not see it as a model for human conduct, since he thought human instincts 
tended more toward love and altruism. But what if humans had aggressive 
instincts that were more powerful than the altruistic ones? Darwin consis
tently denied this possibility, but not all Darwinists would follow suit. 

The Darwinian idea of death as a natural engine of evolutionary 
progress represented a radical shift from the Christian conception of death 
as an unnatural, evil foe to be conquered. This shift would bring in its train 
a whole complex of ideas that would alter ways of thinking about killing 
and the "right to life." Before Darwinism burst onto the scene in the mid
nineteenth century, the idea of the sanctity of human life was dominant in 
European thought and law (though, as with all ethical principles, not 
always followed in practice). Judeo-Christian ethics proscribed the killing 
of innocent human life, and the Christian churches explicitly forbade mur
der, infanticide, abortion, and even suicide? The sanctity of human life 
became enshrined in classical liberal human rights ideology as "the right to 
life," which according to John Locke and the United States Declaration of 
Independence, was one of the supreme rights of every individual. Until the 
second half of the nineteenth century, and to a large extent even in the 
twentieth century, almost all Christian churches and most anticlerical 
European liberals upheld the idea of the sanctity of human life, even 
though they may not have used that terminology. This was reflected in 
European legal codes, which strictly forbade assisted suicide, infanticide, 
and abortion. According to the historian Udo Benzenhofer, no one advo
cated assisted suicide in medieval and modern Europe before the second 
half of the nineteenth century (the only possible exception is Thomas 
More, but Benzenhofer argues that More's treatment of euthanasia was 
parody, not advocacy).8 

Only in the late nineteenth and especially the early twentieth century did 
significant debate erupt over issues relating to the sanctity of human life, 
especially infanticide, euthanasia, abortion, and suicide. It was no mere 
coincidence that these contentious issues emerged at the same time that 
Darwinism was gaining in influence. Darwinism played an important role in 
this debate, for it altered many people's conceptions of the importance and 
value of human life, as well as the significance of death. Some historians 
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writing about euthanasia and eugenics in Germany have commented on 
this phenomenon, but few have analyzed it in any depth.9 

What aspects of Darwinism brought about this transformation in think
ing about the value of human life? First, Darwinism altered some people's 
conceptions of the human position in the cosmos and in the organic world. 
T. H. Huxley had dubbed this the question of "Man's Place in Nature," and 
many German Darwinists, including Ernst Haeckel, considered this one of 
the most important aspects of Darwinism. 10 The traditional Christian view 
of the value of human life was one idea Haeckel wanted to revise in the 
light of evolution. In his 1904 book, The Wonders of Life, he remarked that 
"the value of our human life appears to us today, on the firm foundation 
of evolutionary theory, in an entirely different light, than it did fifty years 
ago." 11 How did Haeckel think it had changed? Stated succinctly, Haeckel 
did not think that human life was particularly valuable, nor did he think 
that all people had the same value. This point comes through in many of 
his writings, and he expressed it quite clearly already in 1864 to his devout 
Christian father: 

I share essentially your view of life, dear father, only I value human life and 
humans themselves much less than you .... The individual with his personal 
existence appears to me only a temporary member in this large chain, as a 
rapidly vanishing vapor ... Personal individual existence appears to me so 
horribly miserable, petty, and worthless, that I see it as intended for nothing 
but for destruction. 12 

Haeckel and many other German Darwinists fought incessantly against all 
dualistic views of humans, which endued human life with much greater 
value than animals. For Haeckel and most German Darwinists, humans 
were not much different from animals, and they often criticized Christians 
and other dualists for insisting on significant qualitative distinctions 
between humans and animals. 13 

In rejecting mind-body dualism Haeckel explicitly denied the existence 
of an immaterial human soul. Haeckel contended that all the activities tra
ditionally ascribed to the human soul were nothing more than material 
processes originating in the central nervous system. 14 He even admitted 
that his psychology was materialistic, since he believed that psychology 
could ultimately be reduced to physiology.15 Despite his slippery use of 
religious terminology, Haeckel was clearly a reductionist who denied free 
will and insisted on mechanistic explanations for everything, including 
the human soul. Though Darwin (at least in his published works) was 
never as explicit as Haeckel in denying mind-body dualism, Darwin did 



The Value of Life and Death 77 

nonetheless embrace reductionism by providing natural explanations 
for all human characteristics, including those traditionally considered 
unique aspects of the human soul or spirit, such as rationality, emotions, 
conscience, morality, and even religion. 

Forel's psychiatry-and his eugenics-was based squarely on his rejec
tion of body-soul dualism, which, he claimed, had been undermined by 
Darwinian theory. Darwinism was, according to him, the greatest achieve
ment of the nineteenth century, since it "gave birth to the germ of the dis
covery of the identity of the human soul with the brain, and therewith dealt 
the deathstroke to the dualism of body and soul." According to his own 
account, when he read Darwin's Origin of Species, "it was as though scales 
fell from my eyes" and it converted him to the belief that human psy
chology can be reduced to brain physiology.16 At his habilitation defense 
(a second dissertation qualifYing one to teach in German universities) Forel 
defended the Darwinian thesis: ''All characteristics of the human soul orig
inate from those of higher animals."I? Forel explained to Haeckel that in 
his view monism is the "scientific proof of the essential identity of the psy
chological activities of humans and animals and their neurophysiological 
side."18 By undercutting the Judeo-Christian and Kantian claim that 
humans had unique moral status based on an immaterial soul, Haeckel, 
Forel, and other Darwinists helped undermine the idea that human life is 
intrinsically sacred and inviolable. 

Most leading German psychiatrists adopted views of the human mind 
similar to Haeckel's and Forel's. They rejected body-soul dualism and 
embraced a deterministic view of the human psyche. However, it is not 
always clear what role Darwinism played in the formation of these views. 
Most German psychiatrists did not leave us a detailed autobiography of 
their intellectual development. One who did, Kraepelin, revealed in his 
memoirs that his interest in biological evolution developed already in 
his childhood. Unfortunately, though, he never explained how or if it 
influenced the development of his views on psychiatry. What we do know, 
however, is that Kraepelin embraced a worldview including Darwinian evo
lution and a deterministic view of mind. He criticized the traditional 
notion of body-soul dualism as an impediment to the scientific investiga
tion of the mind. 19 Many other prominent German psychiatrists upheld 
similar views, which denied special status to the human mind or soul. 

Whether or not Darwinism entails the rejection of body-soul dualism, 
as Haeckel and Forel insisted, and whether or not the denial of such dual
ism entails a devaluation of human life I will leave to the philosophers.20 

What is interesting historically is that Haeckel was by no means alone in his 
sentiments about evolution devaluing human life. In 1880, the zoologist 
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Robby Kossmann (who later became a professor of medicine) explained the 
implications of Darwinism for the significance of human life to a popular 
audience in his article, "The Significance of the Life of an Individual in the 
Darwinian World View." Like Haeckel, Kossmann argued that Darwinism 
should revolutionize one's entire worldview. Evolution had huge impli
cations for the significance of human life, because it "tore down the bound
aries between the animal and human world."21 The Darwinian worldview, 
according to Kossmann, subordinated the individual to the community, 
since all individuals necessarily perish-indeed myriads die before 
reproducing-but the species continues. This means that the value of an 
individual's life can only be measured by its contribution to the welfare of 
the community. Kossmann pursued this logic relentlessly, explaining, 

We see that the Darwinian world view must look upon the present senti
mental conception of the value of the life of the human individual as an over
estimate completely hindering the progress of humanity. The human state 
also, like every animal community of individuals, must reach an even higher 
state of perfection, if the possibility exists in it, through the destruction of 
the less well-endowed individual, for the more excellently endowed to win 
space for the expansion of its progeny .... The state only has an interest in 
preserving the more excellent life at the expense of the less excellent.22 

Kossmann was thus declaring war on the traditional idea of the sanctity of 
human life, since he thought only some human lives were worth protect
ing. Later Kossmann wrote an entire book applying the same logic to state 
politics. In short, he thought politics should be subordinate to Darwinian 
principles, including eugenics considerations.23 

Even though Dodel was far more humane in his ethical views than 
Haeckel or Kossmann, he, too, believed that Darwinism stripped human
ity of the special status that religion had accorded it. Dodel, like Darwin 
and most early Darwinists, recognized that in order to persuade his 
contemporaries that humans had evolved from animals, he would have 
to reduce the distance between the two. Humans (especially "primitive" 
people) had to become more animal-like, and animals more human-like. 
After examining the similarities of humans and animals in anatomy, embry
ology, and other fields, Dodel posed the question, "Is the human something 
special?" The answer, "founded on the scientific results of the last couple of 
decades," he assured us, was "decisively: No!,,24 

Many Darwinists agreed with Haeckel and Kossmann that humans 
could be reduced to animals, and quite a few reduced animals to their phys
ical and chemical components. This kind of Darwinian reductionism was 
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strongest among scientists and physicians, to be sure, but it had severe 
consequences for the value of human life when applied to human affairs. 
Eugenicists, for example, often compared the selective breeding of animals, 
which they saw as rational and scientific, with human reproduction, which 
seemed irrational and arbitrary. The clear implication was that humans 
would be better off if they would treat each other the way they treat ani
mals, at least in the area of reproduction. Sex was thus reduced to a mere 
biological function. The jurist and eugenics proponent Hans von Hentig, 
for example, stated, "The idea, though today it disgusts us, that one could 
breed humans, like we have bred other animals for the sake of certain use
ful characteristics, will become important, familiar, and fruitful." Humans 
are, after all, the most useful creatures around, continued Hentig, so why 
not act "scientifically" and breed them for desired characteristics. Hentig 
claimed his entire book, Penal Law and Selection, was an attempt to 
subsume humans under nature and scientific laws.25 

Hentig's approach was rather common among eugenicists, for eugenics 
was all about breeding better humans. Otto Ammon, a freelance anthro
pologist and early eugenics proponent, compared humans to animals with 
even more ominous overtones. He explained that "in every herd there are 
badly developed individuals." After noting that animal breeders kill these 
individuals to keep their herd strong and healthy, he wrote in a passage 
dripping with irony: 

With people a planned selection of this kind is not possible. We practice 
humanity, in that we chase the unfortunate individual out into the wide 
world and, pursued from place to place, let them perish gradually, or put 
them in institutions where they cannot cause any immediate damage. 
The prevention of their reproduction is an important interest of society, 
which may be opposed neither by legislation nor administration nor through 
private charity.26 

The irony is even more apparent in the original German, where the words 
"chase" and "pursued" were words used commonly for hunting game. In 
this passage and elsewhere in his writings, Ammon portrayed humanitari
anism as misguided and even cruel, a position not at all uncommon among 
social Darwinists and eugenicists. 

Not only did the general idea of biological evolution impact the way 
people thought about the value of human life, but Darwin's particular 
theory of evolution by natural selection-with the Malthusian population 
principle embedded in it-contributed to a devaluing of human life, too. 
Many German Darwinists, including Kossmann, argued that the mass 



80 From Darwin to Hitler 

destruction of organisms, including humans, showed that individual 
human lives were not really so important. In his 1878 Darwinian diatribe 
against socialist egalitarianism, Haeckel-basing his arguments forthrightly 
on the Malthusian element in Darwinian theory-argued that most 
humans necessarily perish in the struggle for existence. The more fit ones 
survive and reproduce, while the less fit die. Haeckel recognized that this 
vision of struggle might rub some people the wrong way, but he affirmed it 
nonetheless: 

The cruel and unsparing "struggle for existence," which rages-and naturally 
must rage-everywhere in the biosphere, this unceasing and inexorable 
competition of all living creatures, is an undeniable fact; only the chosen 
minority of the privileged fit ones is in the condition to survive successfully 
this competition, while the great majority of the competitors must neces
sarily perish miserably. One can deeply lament this tragic foet, but one can 
neither deny it nor alter it. 27 

Haeckel underscored his equanimity about the plight of unfit organisms, 
including the vast majority of humans, by ironically quoting the Bible. 
"Many are called," he quipped, "but few are chosen!" Haeckel's vision of 
evolutionary progress (just like Darwin's) required incredible sacrifice
including multitudes of human sacrifices-since the survival of the chosen 
few means the "destruction of the majority."28 

The physiologist Wilhelm Preyer, a colleague of Haeckel at the 
University of Jena, argued forcefully for the application of the Darwinian 
struggle for existence to human society. The Malthusian element of 
Darwin's theory underlay his analysis of "Competition in Nature," an arti
cle published in a popular journal in 1879. Because of scarcity, "the 
human's greatest enemy is another human," and "one part of humanity was, 
is, and always will be poor and sick, another part rich and healthy." Most 
of this article, as well as an earlier one on "The Struggle for Existence," 
exuded optimism about the progress produced by competition. He admit
ted that competition was "life-destroying," but found comfort in the 
thought that it was also "life-bringing." Predictably, Preyer emphasized the 
beneficial aspects of competition much more than the death and destruc
tion it wrought. Death, poverty, and misery were perhaps regrettable, 
but they had a purpose, for ultimately they produced progress.29 

Buchner's writings also reflected this Darwinian view of death. He 
agreed with Haeckel that Darwinism had delivered the deathblow to the 
"anthropocentric fable," that is, the notion that humans are the centerpiece 
of the cosmos. Buchner contended that the vast expanses of time involved 
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in evolution reduced the significance of the individual. "The individual is 
nothing in relation to the course [of time)," he wrote in 1882, "the species 
is everything; and history as well as nature mark every step forward, even 
the smallest, with innumerable piles of corpses."30 In Buchner's vision of 
Darwinian evolution, then, multitudes die, and an individual's death only 
has significance inasmuch as it promotes progress for the species. 

Like Haeckel, Preyer, and Buchner, the Darwinian ethnologist Hellwald 
applied the struggle for existence to humans in his influential book, The 
History of Culture (1875). His Darwinian view of history decisively shaped 
his view of human life and death. Hellwald saw the human struggle for 
existence as "the motive principle of evolution and perfection, in that the 
weak are worn down and must give place to the strong; so in world history 
the extermination of weaker nations by the stronger is a postulate of 
progress." Hellwald evinced little sympathy for the downtrodden losers 
of the Darwinian struggle, for death is a fact of nature. Progress will come 
as the victors in the human struggle "stride across the corpses of the 
vanquished; that is natural law."3l Thus for Hellwald and many other 
Darwinists death was no longer an enemy, as Christianity portrayed it, but 
a force for progress. Carneri displayed this attitude when he called death 
"nothing but the inexhaustible source of continuous rejuvenation."32 
Gizycki agreed, calling death "good," since it keeps the world young and 
vigorous.33 

Not only did death foster progress, but, according to many Darwinists, 
the more death, the better! Some Darwinists only implied this, but others, 
like Haeckel, clearly explained the Darwinian logic behind it. Natural selec
tion can only function if there are variations, and the more individuals that 
are produced, the more variations there are likely to be. Also, more indi
viduals competing among themselves tend to heighten the selective pres
sure. Thus high reproduction rates should bring about more rapid 
evolutionary progress. But, the greater the population pressure, the more 
individuals will necessarily perish before reproducing. By this logic, death 
is beneficial, since more deaths mean more progress. This mentality led 
many Darwinists and eugenicists to promote population expansion. Just 
before World War I, as German population growth was decelerating (the 
population was still increasing, but not as rapidly), leading eugenicists, such 
as Gruber and Grotjahn, led a chorus of worried voices calling for measures 
to fight the declining reproduction rates. 34 

The idea expressed by Buchner and Kossmann, as well as by Darwin 
(though in his case only in relation to bees), that the individual is far less 
important than the species was a common theme in the writings of German 
Darwinists around the turn of the century. It resonated with the growing 
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popularity of collectivism and the decline ofliberal individualism. This was 
an important move in devaluing the life of individuals, for their life 
was now considered valuable only to the extent that it contributed to the 
well-being of the entire community, which might mean all of humanity or 
might mean a particular race, depending on the particular evolutionist 
applying the principle. Tille, in his zeal to synthesize Darwin and Nietzsche, 
stated the principle this way: "Humans belong to nature, just like plants 
and animals, and nature knows no pity. It brutally sacrifices the individual, 
in order to preserve the species."35 Forel concurred, stating that "the interests 
of the whole [species] must be placed above the interests of the individ
ual. ... In many cases the life of a single human is more important than 
that of several others."36 Unold also expressed this point repeatedly, for evo
lution demonstrates "the overriding importance of the lasting community 
(the species) against the highly transitory individual."37 For these 
Darwinists individual life thus had no importance in and of itself The 
individual's welfare was subservient to that of the species. 

The famous Darwinian biologist August Weismann gave his own special 
spin to this idea, when he argued that death is an evolutionary adaptation 
benefiting the species. In an 1881 lecture and essay, "On the Duration of 
Life," he argued that in examining the duration of biological life, "only the 
interest of the species comes into consideration, not that of the individual." 
An individual serves the species by reproducing, but after reproducing, the 
individual "ceases to have value for the species," so it dies. Death serves an 
important biological function, keeping a species vigorous, since it clears 
away injured individuals, "who are worthless for the species and even harm
ful."38 A few years later he wrote "On Life and Death," an extensive essay 
expounding the same idea. Here he once again argued that death was 
beneficent for multicellular species, since it rids each species of injured indi
viduals, who have become "worthless and even harmful."39 While the phys
ical body must die, the reproductive cells of a species continue, being 
passed along from one generation to the next, so reproduction is in a sense 
the only path to "eternal life." Weismann did not directly mention humans 
in these essays, but his arguments clearly presage the ideas of many eugeni
cists, for whom the individual's interests are subservient to those of the 
species. Weismann also lent support to the eugenics movement by joining 
Ploetz's Society for Race Hygiene as an honorary member when it was 
founded in 1905. 

One leading eugenicist, Schallmayer, referred explicitly to Weismann's 
views on death and the relationship of the individual to the species to sup
port his eugenics ideology. Schallmayer contended that evolution shows 
that individual interests are only significant inasmuch as they contribute to 
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the welfare of the species: "This natural law, the complete subordination of 
the individual interests under those of the species, must also be valid for 
human evolution." Thus, the individual has no purpose in and of itself 
Those having "no value" for the species perish. Schallmayer criticized 
European culture for laying too great a stress on the value of the individual, 
which sometimes damages the interests of the species. Schallmayer and 
many other eugenicists thus devalued the lives of people, making their 
value dependent on their contribution to evolutionary progress.40 

In his book, Moses or Darwin?, Dodel expressed much the same thought 
as Weismann. After discussing the Malthusian population principle and the 
resultant struggle for existence, he stated, "Death is the end of the individ
ual, but it is also the greatest benefactor for the whole. Without death 
[there is] no progress, and progress is life; so the death of the individual is 
the condition oflife for the whole." He applied this principle to humans as 
well as other organisms. He further maintained that a proper understand
ing and relationship to nature-which he called "our mother" -would 
help people overcome their fear of death.41 In an earlier book, Dodel had 
discussed the need for some animals-including "barbarian" people-to 
engage in violent competition for mates in order to reproduce. "So nature 
destroys," he remarked, "in order to reproduce."42 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, these Darwinian ideas about 
the value of life and death found fertile soil among scientists, physicians, 
and some social theorists, taking root and springing up as the eugenics 
movement. As all leading eugenicists in the late nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries confessed, the core idea of eugenics derived from Darwinism. 
The physician and eugenicist Eduard David, a Social Democratic member 
of the German parliament, explained succinctly the connections between 
Darwinism and eugenics in terms reminiscent of Weismann: 

A strong counterbalance to the degenerative effect of this imbalance and 
atrophy of a people's organic condition is the rapid death of the damaged 
individual, as well as any of its weak progeny. This process of natural 
selection is frustrated through institutions of social assistance, which aim at 
preserving the life of damaged organisms, allowing them to reproduce and 
also preserving the lives of their progeny with inferior health.43 

David's fear that modern institutions, especially those motivated by 
compassion or humanitarianism, would produce biological degeneration 
was a commonplace lament among eugenicists. 

Haeckel was one of the earliest German Darwinists to warn about the 
biologically deleterious effects of modern institutions. Since he viewed 
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natural selection through the struggle for existence as a beneficent force in 
human society, he worried that helping the weak, sickly, and unintelligent 
might have ill effects, favoring them over the strong, healthy, and intelli
gent. Many Darwinists and eugenicists labeled any such tendencies con
traselective, since they selected the "wrong" people. These Darwinists 
ignored (or some forthrightly denied) the fact, of course, that any value 
judgments about who "should" survive cannot be derived from empirical 
science. Strictly speaking, the word contraselective makes no sense in the 
light of Darwin's definition of fitness, since by definition those who survive 
are more fit. In any case, in 1870 Haeckel identified several causes of 
contraselection: modern medic;ne, clerical celibacy, and modern warfare. 
All three, according to Haeckel, were artificial institutions either disadvan
taging those with "good" biological traits or aiding those with "bad" char
acteristics.44 However, Haeckel was optimistic about the prospects for 
evolutionary progress and never lapsed into the gloom-and-doom of the 
fin-de-siecle prophets of biological degeneration. He believed that ulti
mately natural selection was a strong enough force to overcome these 
contraselective institutions. 

Weismann shared Haeckel's general optimism that natural selection 
would counteract many of the ill effects of contraselective forces, but 
nonetheless he also contributed significantly to the rising tide of anxiety 
about biological degeneration.45 He wrote an important essay in 1886, 
"On Regression in Nature," where he pointed out that evolution does not 
always bring progress, since many organisms lose functioning parts and 
thus regress, as they adapt to different environments. Weismann explained 
that when an organism no longer needs a particular organ to survive and 
reproduce, there is no selective pressure for the organism to retain that 
organ, so over many generations, it gradually disappears. For example, a 
blind cave fish species did not lose its sight, according to Weismann, from 
the direct influence of the environment or from disuse, but rather because 
its forebears didn't need eyesight to survive and reproduce. This allowed 
individual fish with poorer and poorer eyesight to reproduce, ultimately 
leading to loss of function. 

In applying these biological insights to humans, Weismann claimed that 
uncivilized peoples have better senses of hearing, seeing, and smelling than 
do civilized peoples, who rely more on their mental acuity and technology. 
Further, reliance on technology can be biologically harmful. For example, 
Weismann argued that wearing glasses encourages nearsightedness and 
dentistry promotes the development of weak teeth, by allowing those 
with poor eyesight and weak teeth to reproduce better than they could if 
left to their own devices. Weismann concluded that "in many respects the 
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physical condition of civilized people has been worsened through civiliza
tion and will likely be worsened even more.,,46 

Psychiatrists working within the Darwinian paradigm contributed sig
nificantly ro the growing concern about hereditary degeneration, as well. 
Even though the originator of the idea of psychiatric degeneration, the 
French psychiatrist Augustin Morel, published his theory two years before 
the advent of Darwinism, by the 1880s and 1890s most discussions of 
degeneration (both within and outside the psychiatric community) sought 
support in Darwinian principlesY Kurella, following the lead of 
Lombroso, forthrightly synthesized Morel's degeneration theory and 
Darwinism, criticizing Morel's model for its pre-Darwinian character.48 

In a 1908 article Kraepelin blamed biological and psychiatric degeneration 
on the deleterious effects of civilization, which by providing many conven
iences and comforts had counteracted the beneficial effects of natural selec
tion. He noted that social welfare measures were now keeping alive those 
weak and sick individuals who would have perished in previous ages.49 By 
the 1890s, psychiatrists were frequently voicing their concerns about 
degeneration. 

As psychiatrists increasingly expressed their fears about degeneration 
and the ill effects of modern civilization on mental health, German author
ities were taking measures ro reduce the threat to the safety and welfare of 
society. Between 1885 and 1900 the state of Prussia, for example, expanded 
the number of mental asylums from 7I to 105. Since the new asylums were 
generally larger than most of the earlier ones, and because they also 
expanded the size of some of the existing institutions, the population in 
mental asylums increased 429 percent in these 15 years, while the Prussian 
population increased 48 percent. These figures are not all that different 
from statistics from other German states and also other European nations 
in the same period. The phenomenal increase in institutionalized individ
uals was caused by the increased prestige of medicine, including psychiatry, 
as well as trends toward greater bureaucratization and increasing social con
trol. It did not demonstrate an increase in mental illness, but this was not 
apparent to many at the time, especially since many psychiatrists were 
warning about degeneration. It is even possible that the fear of degenera
tion helped motivate the increase of asylum inmates. 50 

Psychiatry played a fundamental role in spreading fear of biological 
degeneration to a wider audience, especially to those already embracing 
Darwinism.5l The two leading figures in the German eugenics movement
Ploetz and Schallmayer-were both physicians decisively influenced by 
their contact with psychiatry (we have already discussed the influence of 
Darwinism on them in the Introduction). In 1885, at the end of a year's 
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internship in a mental asylum in Munich, Schallmayer wrote a dissertation 
on "The Rejection of Food and Other Disorders regarding Food Intake 
by the Insane." The following year he wrote the first draft of his book, 
On the Threatening Physical Degeneration of Civilized Humanity (published 
in 1891), which was the first book entirely on eugenics published in 
Germany. Underlying Schallmayer's analysis of degeneration was his view 
that some social institutions further "the improving selection of the strug
gle for existence," while others hinder it. Under the influence of Haeckel, 
he identified modern medicine and the military as two sources of contras
election, but unlike Haeckel, he also criticized the capitalist economic 
system as a degenerative factor. 52 

Like Schallmayer, Ploetz developed his views on degeneration under the 
influence of psychiatry. While studying medicine in Zurich in the late 
1880s, Ploetz interacted with Fore!' who won him over to the cause of 
eugenics. Like many other psychiatrists in the late nineteenth century, Forel 
stressed the hereditary character of mental illness. He believed that as civi
lization was advancing, the beneficial effects of natural selection dimin
ished, causing mental illness to increase. 53 Forel not only preached eugenics 
as the solution to biological degeneration, he also took Ploetz and his 
friends on tours of the Burgholzli Psychiatric Clinic, so they could witness 
the specter of mental illness firsthand. Forel also exerted considerable influ
ence on other early eugenicists, such as the psychiatrist Ernst Rudin and the 
physician Agnes Bluhm, both of whom were classmates of Ploetz in Zurich, 
as well as Ploetz's friend, Gerhart Hauptmann, whose first successful play, 
Before Dawn (1889), centered on biological degeneration and eugenics 
(many believe the protagonist-a crusader for eugenics-was modeled 
on Ploetz).54 

As we have seen, Darwinism contributed to new ways of thinking about 
life and death in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that often 
led the most avid Darwinists in Germany to devalue human life. This is 
not to say that everyone who embraced Darwinism denied the value of 
human life. Ideas about the sanctity of human life, ascendant for centuries 
in European thought, could not be swept away that easily. One leading 
popularizer of Darwinism, Wilhelm Bolsche, even protested against the 
devaluing of human life that he saw in the writings of some of his fellow 
Darwinists. 55 Thus, some contemporaries recognized the trend in 
Darwinian circles to devalue human life, even if they opposed it. However, 
among leading Darwinists who saw Darwinism as the centerpiece of a 
new scientific worldview, Bolsche's views on the value of human life did not 
predominate. 
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More Darwinists, in fact, took the opposing view, though few were as 
extreme as the racial theorist and Nietzsche enthusiast Heinrich Driesmans, 
who exulted in Darwinism as a mephistophelean liberation from stultifY
ing nineteenth-century humanitarianism in his book, Demon Selection: 
From Theoretical to Practical Darwinism (1907). Driesmans called 
Darwinian selection a "scientific demon," since it functions "to eliminate 
gradually and to exterminate those who become weak." According to him, 
Darwinism "brought us knowledge, that if not all, at least much of the 
human misery that we tried to help, was declining life, determined by 
nature to be eliminated, in order to make room for the healthier, and that 
one does a service neither to the latter nor to the former if one prolongs its 
sickliness."56 The lesson Driesmans drew from Darwinism was that the 
healthy should eliminate the unhealthy. How to eliminate the "unfit" was 
a key problem confronting eugenicists, and we will return to it later, but 
before tackling that issue, they needed to figure out who the "unfit" are. 
In chapters 5 and 6 we will engage this latter issue. 



5. The Specter of Inferiority: 
Devaluing the Disabled and 
"Unproductive" ~ 

W hen the French social Darwinist Georges Vacher de Lapouge 
wrote the introduction to the 1897 French edition of Haeckel's 
Monism as Connecting Religion and Science, he rang the death 

knell for the three main ideals of the French Revolution: liberty, equality, 
and fraternity. To replace these allegedly outmoded and unscientific liberal 
dogmas, he argued that the Darwinian revolution had introduced a new, 
improved triad: determinism, inequality, and selection. 1 Lapouge agreed 
with Clemence Royer, who wrote in her 1862 preface to her French transla
tion of Darwin's Origin of Species, "What is the result of this exclusive and 
unintelligent protection accorded to the weak, the infirm, the incurable, the 
wicked, to all those who are ill-favored by nature? It is that the ills which 
have afflicted them tend to be perpetuated and multiplied indefinitely; that 
evil is increased instead of diminishing, and tends to grow at the expense of 
good."2 Lapouge's views found more resonance in Germany than in his 
native France, probably due in part to the stress on biological inequality in 
the writings of other German social Darwinists and eugenicists, who pre
pared the soil in Germany for the spread of Lapouge's ideas. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries many German 
scientists and other scholars recognized that biological inequality was a 
fundamental component of Darwinian theory. Evolution could not occur, 
after all, without significant variations. Some individuals were more fit than 
others and thus survived and reproduced, while others were less fit and 
perished without reproducing. This emphasis on biological inequality 
stimulated many scientists and physicians to categorize people as "inferior" 
or "superior," "more valuable" or "less valuable." Many eugenicists groped 
for a way to scientifically categorize people, some by measuring heads and 
other body parts. However, the categories of inferior and superior were 
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more often than not highly subjective and somewhat nebulous, though 
they generally focussed on intelligence and health. 

Since biological inequality was a key presupposition of Darwinian 
theory, stressing natural inequality served an important rhetorical purpose. 
In order to convince contemporaries that organisms-including humans
evolved, Darwinists in the late nineteenth century needed to demonstrate 
that organisms varied considerably. To make human evolution seem plau
sible, they claimed that humans were really not as far removed from the 
closest related species as most people thought. Further, they needed to show 
that significant variations exist within the human species. Darwinism, after 
all, implied that populations gradually diverge in order to form subspecies 
and later, distinct species. For these reasons, Darwinism provided powerful 
ammunition for those arguing for human inequality, and many Darwinists 
readily used it. 

Haeckel regularly marshaled Darwinian arguments in support of inegal
itarianism. In The Natural History o/Creation (1868) he explained that 

between the most highly developed animal soul and the least developed human 
soul there exists only a small quantitative, but no qualitative diffirence, and that 
this difference is much less, than the difference between the lowest and 
the highest human souls, or as the difference between the highest and 
lowest animal souls.3 

It may be hard for us today to imagine that a serious scientist could actu
ally believe that the differences within the human species are greater than 
the differences between humans and other animals, but this was indeed 
Haeckel's position, which he reiterated in many publications. 

Not only did Darwinian inegalitarianism serve an important function 
in convincing contemporaries of the validity of Darwinism, but it was also 
a handy weapon in the intellectual struggle against socialism in the late 
nineteenth century, and quite a few Darwinists entered the fray against 
socialism. To be sure, most socialists embraced biological evolution with 
alacrity, since it comported with their materialist worldview and aided in 
their campaign against religion. However, many socialists did not embrace 
Darwin's theory of natural selection, and most denied that Darwinian the
ory could be applied to society. The famous pathologist and politician 
Rudolf Virchow, one of Haeckel's professors, but later an opponent of 
Darwinism, stirred up debate over the relationship between Darwinism 
and socialism. In an 1877 speech to the Society of German Scientists and 
Physicians he warned that trying to introduce Darwinism into the public 
schools, especially in the dogmatic fashion of Haeckel and his followers, 
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might produce a backlash against scientists in general. In the course of his 
speech, he insinuated that Darwinism leads to socialism, hoping to arouse 
fears in his audience about the dangers of teaching Darwinism to the 
public.4 

Haeckel, who had previously lectured on Darwinism to the same 
congress, but had not stayed for Virchow's speech, responded with indig
nation. Provoked by Virchow, he published a contemptuous rebuttal, com
plete with a tirade against socialism. Rather than benefiting from 
Darwinism, Haeckel argued, Darwinism actually refuted socialism. In his 
opinion, Darwinism was the best antidote against socialism, since it proved 
the necessity of inequality and competition. This applied to human society, 
he explained, just as it did to nature. Thus, if Darwinism supported any 
political system, it must be in some sense aristocratic. By no means was 
Haeckel supporting the landed aristocracy, for which he had nothing but 
contempt, but-in keeping with his more liberal political views-he 
favored an aristocracy of talent or a meritocracy.5 

Attempts to refute socialism on the basis of Darwinian theory were by 
no means uncommon in late nineteenth-century Germany. Usually the 
point of dispute was the socialist doctrine of human equality. Like Haeckel, 
the Darwinian biologist Oscar Schmidt was outraged that Virchow should 
connect Darwinism and socialism, so at the 1878 Conference of the Society 
of German Scientists and Physicians he delivered a rebuttal. In the midst 
of his attempt to refute socialism on Darwinian grounds, he asserted, 
"The principle of evolution is certainly the abolition of the principle of 
equality.,,6 Another prominent biologist, Wilhelm Preyer, who lectured 
and wrote on the implications of Darwinism for economic competition, 
agreed with Haeckel and Schmidt that Darwinism demonstrated "that the 
inequality of humans is a natural necessity."7 Likewise Hellwald spurned 
the egalitarian idea that "wants to treat everything that lives under the name 
'human' on earth in the same way."8 Heinrich Ernst Ziegler, a Darwinian 
biologist who wrote extensively on the social applications of Darwinian 
theory in the 1890s and early 1900s, wrote an entire book devoted to refut
ing socialism on the basis of Darwinism. In this book and in other writings 
he constantly stressed human inequality as a logical consequence of 
Darwinian theory.9 

Not all Darwinists, however, agreed with the antisocialist stance of 
Haeckel. Some even argued that socialism was more consistent with 
Darwinism than was capitalism. Buchner, for example, considered himself 
a Leftist politically and wrote to Haeckel that he enjoyed reading his book 
rebuking Virchow, except for the part about socialism.1O However, even 
though he continually pressed for greater socioeconomic equality, Buchner 
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agreed with Haeckel that Darwinism implied biological inequality. In fact, 
one of the things Buchner found so objectionable about the capitalist sys
tem was that it gave advantages based not on biological inequalities, but on 
economic considerations. As he explained to Haeckel, capitalism bequeaths 
property to those who are not always biologically superior. Thus it skews 
the struggle for existence in favor of those with property, regardless of their 
biological makeup. II "The root of evil," Buchner stated, "lies in the incred
ibly great inequality of the weapons or means (external as well as internal) 
with which each individual is required to fight the inescapable struggle 
for existence." In order to level the playing field and make the struggle for 
existence more fair, Buchner favored the abolition of inheritance and 
greater social welfare measures. In Buchner's meritocracy the more intelli
gent and talented would reap greater economic rewards, but could not pass 
them on to their children. 12 Biological inegalitarianism was thus an integral 
aspect of Buchner's synthesis of Darwinism and socialism. 

Another prominent Darwinian popularizer rejecting human equality 
was Nordau, who contemptuously dismissed the idea of human equality as 
a "fable" and a "delusion of ivory-tower scholars and dreamers," because it 
contradicted the most essential tenets of Darwinian science. In a book that 
sold fabulously he wrote that equality 

stands in contradiction to all the laws of life and evolution in the organic 
world. We, who stand on the ground of the scientific world view, recognize 
in the inequality ofliving things the impetus for all evolution and perfection. 
For what is the struggle for existence, this source of the beautiful variability 
and the many forms of nature, other than a constant confirmation of 
inequality? A better equipped organism makes its superiority felt by the 
other members of its species, diminishes their portion at the meal provided 
by nature, and stunts their possibility for the full development of their 
individuality, in order to win more space for its own [progeny] .... The least 
perfect individuals will be destroyed in the sttuggle for first place and will 
disappear .... Inequality is therefore a natural law ... 13 

Nordau thus not only justified inequality as an inescapable part of nature 
bringing evolutionary progress, but he also recognized that the struggle for 
existence meant death for multitudes of less well-endowed individuals. 

As Darwinism expanded its influence in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the biological inegalitarian ism inherent in it won many 
adherents and became a cornerstone of the eugenics movement, underpin
ning their whole doctrine. Ploetz continually railed at Christianity, human
itarianism, and democracy for their egalitarian ideals. 14 When he founded 
the Society for Race Hygiene, he hoped to recruit members only from those 
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who were biologically superior, ranking in the upper one-fourth of the pop
ulation. This proved impractical, as he had no way of objectively measur
ing biological superiority, but members were required to pledge to undergo 
a medical exam before marrying to determine their fitness to reproduce. IS 

Schallmayer dismissed egalitarianism with scorn. "Making the unequal 
equal," he wrote, "can only be an ideal of the weak."16 Ehrenfels expressed 
a sentiment widely shared by his fellow eugenicists when he declared, "The 
liberal-humane fiction of the equality of all people was surely one of the 
most arbitrary, ignorant things that the human mind has ever devised."17 

Darwinian inegalitarianism became so pervasive by the early twentieth 
century that it even infiltrated the ranks of socialists and other political rad
icals. In fact, the earliest leaders in the eugenics movement-Forel, Ploetz, 
Schallmayer, Ehrenfels, Grotjahn, Max von Gruber, and Woltmann, 
among others-tilted decidedly toward the Left politically. Some called 
themselves socialists, and several even joined socialist political parties, 
though most remained aloof from party politics. The Darwinian botanist 
and socialist Dodel upheld a view of inequality and the struggle for exis
tence similar to Buchner's. 18 The socialist physician Alfred Blaschko wrote 
an article for a leading socialist journal opposing Ammon's attempt to use 
Darwinian arguments to refute socialism. In this article, however, he staked 
out a position that is perilously close to Haeckel's and Ammon's: 

It cannot be denied that the Darwinian theory is an eminently aristocratic 
theory, aristocratic on the one hand, because it proclaims the inequality of 
all who bear a human face, and on the other hand, because proceeding from 
this inequality, it preaches the right of the stronger, of the one better 
equipped for the struggle for existence. 19 

But, while admitting the inevitability of biological inequality, Blaschko 
did not see this as a reason to maintain social or economic inequality, 
as Haeckel, Ammon, and other social Darwinists did. Emil Reich, a 
professor at the University of Vienna, also stressed human biological 
inequality in another socialist periodical, stating, "From an evolutionary 
standpoint equality is not to be understood as a principle of the equal value 
of individuals, but only as the equal right of each individual to be allowed 
to develop his abilities."2o Even Karl Kautsky, the leading Marxist theoreti
cian after Engels' death in 1895, supported eugenics, though he believed it 
was only possible in a socialist economy.21 

Nor was Lily Braun, a leading feminist and socialist, completely com
mitted to equality. She appealed to nature, especially evolutionary theory, 
to vigorously oppose strict egalitarianism, but at the same time-like 
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Buchner-demanded greater socioeconomic equality, so that only biologi
cal differences would influence success in the struggle for existence. In her 
memoirs she faulted socialists for teaching the masses "equality of all in the 
sense of the same value and the same developmental ability." In nature, she 
continued, every blade of grass is different, and nature has given humans 
even greater variability. Thus, in order to act in harmony with nature and 
evolution, we need to respect natural differences instead of encouraging 
"every Joe Fool to call Goethe his brother."22 Braun formulated her per
spective on biological superiority and inferiority under the influence of 
both Darwinism and Nietzschean individualism. 

The penetration of Darwinian inegalitarianism into socialist ranks helps 
explain the increasing acceptance of eugenics in socialist circles in the early 
twentieth century. Even Karl Kautsky, the leading Marxist theorist in 
Germany, embraced eugenics and used the terminology of biological 
inequality in his writings, though he lay far greater stress on introducing a 
socialist economy to improve the human condition.23 Grotjahn, professor 
of social hygiene at the University of Berlin and a leading eugenicist, joined 
the Social Democratic Party (SPD) as a student in the 1890s, and after 
dropping out of the party for a time in the first decade of the twentieth 
century, he later rejoined and served as a member of parliament for the 
SPD. Eduard David was another prominent figure in the SPD promoting 
eugenics. 

Despite his acceptance of eugenics, Kautsky and most socialist eugeni
cists were often more humane than their antisocialist counterparts. 
One antisocialist eugenics proponent who spelled out the implications of 
Darwinian inequality with brutal frankness was Tille. In 1895 he wrote, 

From the doctrine that all men are children of God and equal before him, 
the ideal of humanitarianism and socialism has grown, that all humans have 
the same right to exist and the same value, and this ideal has greatly influ
enced behavior in the last two centuries. This ideal is irreconcilable with the 
theory of evolution .. .. It [evolution] recognizes only fit and unfit, healthy 
and sick, genius and atavist. 24 

In an earlier book he criticized Jesus and the "humanitarian fanatics" of the 
eighteenth century for their stress on human equality.25 Tille, like many of 
his colleagues, rarely defined the vague categories of fit and unfit, but they 
were sure that some humans were less valuable than others based on their 
physical and mental traits. In the light of evolution, according to Tille, 
these inferior individuals do not even have the "right to exist." 

By the early twentieth-century Darwinian inegalitarianism was becoming 
manifest through the increasing use of the German term "minderwertig" 
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(properly translated as "inferior," but literally meaning "having less value") 
to describe certain categories of people. Aside from non-European races 
(whom we will cover in chapter 6), two overlapping categories of people 
were generally targeted as "inferior" or "unfit": the disabled (especially the 
mentally ill) and those who were economically unproductive. In a 1909 
speech to the Society for German Scientists and Physicians the anthro
pologist and eugenicist Felix von Luschan answered the question, "Who 
is inferior?" with the following list: "The sick, the weak, the dumb, the 
stupid, the alcoholic, the bum, the criminal; all these are inferior compared 
with the healthy, the strong, the intelligent, the clever, the sober, the pure." 
For Luschan the most important practical task for anthropology was to 
figure out what to do about the "inferior" elements of society.26 

The first German biologist to apply Darwinian inequality to the 
disabled was Karl Vogt, a political exile in Switzerland because of his par
ticipation in the Revolutions of 1848. Vogt, professor at the University of 
Geneva, was one of the earliest German biologists to embrace Darwinism. 
In his two-volume work, Lectures on Man (1863), which is considered such 
a classic work in anthropology that it was republished in 2003, he asserted 
that some mentally disabled people (he used the term "idiots") were closer 
to apes in their brain function and mental abilities than they were to the 
lowest normal humans. He claimed an "idiot" is biologically closer to an 
ape than to his or her own parents.27 In 1867 Vogt argued that micro
cephalic persons were evidence for Darwinian evolution, since they are 
atavistic throwbacks to earlier phases of evolution. He saw them as a kind 
of contemporary missing link between apes and humans. He noted that 
their brains are about the same size as a spider monkey, and he further 
claimed that they generally had excellent dexterity in climbing! (Darwin, by 
the way, agreed with Vogt's views on this matter).28 Though Vogt stopped 
short of advocating infanticide for the disabled, he did argue in Lectures on 
Man that morality is relative and supported his contention with a telling 
example: "If it is a capital offense in the civilized world to kill one's old lame 
father, there are Indian tribes in which this is considered an entirely praise
worthy deed of a son."29 Vogt's relativizing of killing the weak and sick, 
together with his claim that some mentally ill people are closer to animals 
than humans would blossom and bear fruit later in the eugenics movement. 

Vogt was not alone in characterizing certain atypical individuals as 
atavistic. In fact, this idea circulated widely in popular culture through the 
"freak shows" that were a prominent form of entertainment in Germany, 
and not just for lowbrow audiences. Some of the "freaks" on display in 
Germany had a rare genetic condition that causes excessive hair growth all 
over the body. Circus companies not only exploited their odd looks to draw 
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audiences, but they also degraded these individuals by billing them as 
"missing links" in the evolutionary chain between apes and humans. Some 
physicians interpreted other abnormalities, such as protuberances at the 
base of the spine, as tails, thus displaying signs of earlier evolutionary 
stages.30 

Around the turn of the twentieth century the eugenics movement 
focussed even more attention on the evolutionary significance of disabili
ties and other atypical human traits. One does not have to read very many 
writings by German eugenicists before it becomes apparent that they 
assigned differing values to different people. They constantly referred to the 
mentally and physically handicapped as inferior, lower, useless, burdens to 
society, and even worthless. Erwin Baur, a prominent Mendelian geneticist 
and supporter of eugenics, for example, at the end of his widely used text 
on genetics, drew distinctions between people who are inferior and supe
rior.31 The famous neuro-physiologist Kurt Goldstein wrote a book on 
eugenics, in which he argued that population increases are beneficial, but 
only if "every individual has value." This implies that some individuals have 
no value, a point Goldstein made explicit immediately thereafter, stating, 
"The increase of worthless individuals is indeed rather harmful."32 Similar 
expressions about the inferiority and even worthlessness of some individuals
usually the disabled-abound in the writings of biologists, psychiatrists, 
and physicians around 1900. 

Some eugenicists even claimed that individuals with physical or mental 
disabilities were not only worthless, but of negative value. Gizycki, for 
example, whose support for eugenics predated the emergence of the 
eugenics movement in Germany, exemplified this attitude already in 1883. 
He admonished his society to curb the conception of children who will be 
"worth less than nothing," because they cause more pain than happiness
a mortal sin against his utilitarian ethics.33 Ironically, Gizycki was disabled 
and confined to a wheelchair, though he still had his full intellectual 
powers. Hugo Ribbert, professor of pathology at the University of Bonn, 
used similar language, when he wrote, 

The care for individuals who from birth onwards are useless mentally and 
physically, who for themselves and for their fellow-creatures are a burden 
merely, persons of negative value, is a function altogether useless to human
ity, and indeed positively injurious.34 

Ribbert's rhetoric seems rather shocking to us today, but it was rather com
monplace among eugenicists in the early twentieth century and not just in 
Germany. Grotjahn also reflected this concern with biologically "inferior" 
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elements, estimating that one-third of the entire population was physically 
or mentally "inferior" or "defective."35 

German feminists, though striving for greater gender equality, were also 
not impervious to the Darwinian emphasis on inequality and inferiority. In 
fact, many leading feminists-Ruth Bre, Helene Stocker, Henriette Furth, 
Adele Schreiber, and Gertrud Baumer, to name a few-were staunch 
supporters of eugenics. Like so many other eugenicists, they freely used 
the rhetoric of inferiority and disparaged the disabled in ways that would 
be embarrassing today.36 Schreiber, for example, a leading figure in the 
League for the Protection of Mothers and later a Social Democratic member 
of the German parliament, argued that only through birth control "could 
higher breeding and selection, exclusion of worthless and bad elements, 
[and] the creation of a society free from the oppressive burden of the unfit 
of various kinds, be achieved."37 

Bre, original founder of the League for the Protection of Mothers, was 
incensed when Stocker and her followers toned down the eugenics goals of 
the League for the Protection of Mothers. In 1905, less than two months 
after adopting Bre's declaration as the basis for the new organization, 
Stocker and the majority of members in the organization expressed disap
proval of Bre's original document. Among other changes, they wanted to 
drop the word "healthy" and all references to eugenics from it, thereby 
implying that they would help all women, regardless of health. Bre felt 
betrayed and indignantly responded that in the founding declaration of the 
League, first published in Woltmann's journal (which promoted a racist 
form of eugenics), the eugenics goals were explicit. The founding declara
tion, according to Bre, "emphasized the breeding of the 'healthy,' rather 
than the coddling of the sick and ailing." She railed at her colleagues 
for departing from eugenics by helping the "inferior." Bre was so upset 
about the changes that she quickly withdrew and formed a short-lived rival 
organization.38 

Whatever disagreements existed on other issues, Bre was probably over
reacting on the eugenics issue. Stocker and her supporters were not aban
doning eugenics at all. They were simply concerned that restricting help to 
"healthy" mothers would lead to arbitrary decisions about who qualified for 
help. In May 1905 the League's advisory committee discussed the reasons 
for dropping eugenics rhetoric from the League's program. They unani
mously agreed that despite altering the official program, in their practical 
activity-such as founding maternal homes for unwed mothers-the 
League should support only the "fit mothers and children, but those who 
suffer from an infectious or hereditary illness, especially syphilis or tuber
culosis, will not be allowed to receive care." They further requested Ploetz, 
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who was still a member of the League's advisory committee, to provide 
practical suggestions about how the League could implement eugenics.39 

Even after Ploetz and a few other eugenicists resigned from the League, 
Stocker, Schreiber, and other members continued to promote eugenics. 
Stocker told the Monist League's international conference in 1913 that 
those embracing a scientific worldview could not evade the question of who 
should be born: "Because we want higher humans, we need eugenics and 
race hygiene.,,4o In a 1909 speech to the General Assembly of the League 
for the Protection of Mothers she expressed the hope that Galton's vision of 
a religion of eugenics would be fulfilled in a future where everyone would 
be born healthy and happy. She underscored the need to educate people 
about "generative ethics" that would elevate humanity by eliminating the 
births of the disabled. Though the main point of her speech was to promote 
the legalization of abortion, eugenics played a key role in her justification 
for abortion, since "children from parents with infectious diseases, or chil
dren of the chronically ill, as well as children of those with heart or mental 
illnesses should not be permitted to be born."41 In many publications 
Stocker stressed the need to improve human heredity by hindering the 
reproduction of the disabled, "whose existence has no value and no enrich
ment for the whole [of society].,,42 Statements such as these by Stocker
and similar ones by Bre and Schreiber-contributed to the devaluing of the 
disabled and stripped them, at least in part, of their human dignity. 

Nowhere did the specter of inferiority-linked as it was with the notion 
of degeneration-loom larger than in psychiatry. Leading psychiatrists con
stantly described their patients as "inferior," "degenerate," or "defective." 
In 1888 Julius Koch had introduced the term "psychopathic inferiority" 
("psychopathische Minderwertigkeiten") to describe mental problems that 
bordered on mental illness, but were not as severe.43 This terminology 
became standard among psychiatrists, who began applying the term "infe
rior" not only to the condition, but also to the people afflicted with the 
problem. The influence of psychiatry rose steadily in late nineteenth and 
early twentieth-century Germany, as more mental institutions were erected 
and many more people were institutionalized. This contributed to public 
fears that mental illness was increasing, but it was probably more the result 
of greater scrutiny by government officials and physicians. In any case, this 
misperception helped psychiatrists gain even greater prestige and powers of 
social contro1.44 They had an attentive audience for their warnings about 
degeneration and inferiority and their suggestions for remedying it. 

Darwinian inegalitarianism was not the only factor contributing to the 
devaluing of the disabled. Another consideration was money. Manyeugeni
cists lamented the economic burden placed on others by the mentally and 
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physically handicapped. In 1911 a prominent science journal, Umschau, 
awarded a cash prize of 1,200 Marks-a considerable sum in those days
for the best essay on the topic, "What do the bad racial elements cost the 
state and society?" The instructions for the contest stressed the economic 
burden of the biologically "inferior," who "would have been better not to 
have been born." However, even though eugenicists regularly mentioned 
the economic burden of the "inferior" in their writings, no one had ever 
compiled statistics to measure it. Judges for the competition were the edi
tor of Umschau, along with two eugenicists, Gruber and A. Gottstein.45 

Gruber, a professor of hygiene at the University of Munich who was world
renowned for his discoveries in serology, considered the disabled not only 
an "enormous burden," but a "constant danger for the healthy."46 The 
prizewinning essay by Ludwig Jens, which appeared in a prominent journal 
on social hygiene in 1913, calculated the cost of institutionalizing "infe
rior" people in the city of Hamburg alone at 31,617,823 Marks annually.47 
The lesson was obvious: Something must be done to reduce this burden
some expenditure. An anatomy professor at the University of Vienna, 
Julius Tandler, drew exactly this conclusion. After citing Jens's study in a 
1916 speech, he remarked, "As cruel as it may sound, it must be said, that 
the continuous ever-increasing support of these negative variants is incorrect 
from the standpoint of human economy and eugenically false. ,,48 

Stimulated by the Umschau contest question, Ignaz Kaup, a professor 
of social hygiene who worked closely with Gruber at the University of 
Munich, wrote an article on "What Do the Inferior Elements Cost the 
State and Society?" Kaup investigated the cost of "inferior" youth, and con
cluded that society needed to segregate the "inferior," that is, the disabled, 
so they could not reproduce. He warned against false compassion for the 
"inferior," since "our healthy offspring have the right to be protected from 
decay through those who are genetically pestilent (Keimschiidlinge), and 
every progressive nation has the duty to reduce the ballast of the costs of 
inferiority.,,49 The term I have translated as "pestilent" (Schiidlinge) in this 
quotation often means pests, parasites or vermin. Though sometimes it is 
also used to describe people, it usually refers to evil people who exert 
noxious influences on others. Using this term-as well as "ballast"-to 
describe the disabled shows the utter contempt toward the disabled that 
reigned in eugenics circles. 

Kaup was not the only eugenicist to describe the disabled as "parasites." 
In an 1895 article promoting eugenics Kurella argued that not only physi
cal, but also mental and moral traits are largely hereditary. Kurella's 
assertion that "psychopathic inferiority," as well as drunkenness, laziness, 
and criminality, are inherited traits was widely shared by many of his 
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contemporaries, especially those in the eugenics movement. In describing 
these persons with "anti-social" traits, Kurella called them "parasites," as 
well as persons with "socially useless and harmful [biological) constitu
tions."50 In his earlier book. The Natural History of the Criminal (1893), 
Kurella discussed at length those who shirked work, repeatedly labeling 
them "parasites."51 The image of the physically and especially mentally dis
abled sucking the life juices out of their "host" society, harming and maybe 
even destroying their "host" in the process, was widespread, even among 
those who did not resort to calling them "parasites" overtly. 

Heinz Potthoff, a member of the Monist League and a National Liberal 
member of the German parliament with expertise in socioeconomic affairs, 
provides a further example of how Darwinian inequality meshed with eco
nomic considerations to devalue the lives of the disabled. In response to 
Ploetz's speech at the first Congress of German Sociologists, Potthoff 
insisted that many in Germany were perishing, not because they were bio
logically inferior, but because of economic inequalities. However, he fully 
agreed with Ploetz that those who are biologically "unfit" should not receive 
state help, which he considered a luxury Germany could no longer afford. 
He specifically criticized social welfare provisions that supported "idiots 
and cripples." Rather it is more economically responsible, according to 
Potthoff, to spend those funds on the impoverished, but not on the bio
logically "unfit." The protocol to this meeting indicates that Potthoff's 
remarks calling for an end to financial support for the disabled were greeted 
with applause rather than indignation. 52 

Potthoff expanded on these ideas in an article, "Protection of the 
Weak?" in which he affirmed that "not the weak are the most valuable in 
the state, but the strong, those capable of life and performance; [and) 
a social policy that wants to protect the weak, must lead the state down 
the wrong track." He reiterated that all social welfare provisions should 
favor those who are economically disadvantaged, but not those who are 
biologically weak. Since so many are dying as a result of poverty, he stated, 

we do not have the right to withdraw from them, what we spend on those 
members who are incapable of life, useless, and unhappy. Unhappy! The 
heroes of humanity should not forget, that they would not only create 
infinitely more practical advantage, but also infinitely more happiness and 
welfare, if their humanitarianism would finally advance so far that they 
would give death to the dying and life to those capable of living!s3 

Though Potthoff explicitly denied that anyone should actively intervene 
to kill the "weak," he recognized that withdrawing support from them was 
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a death sentence. But, since these "weak" members of society were "useless 
and unhappy," he welcomed their demise. Potthoff clearly shared Darwin's 
vision of happiness increasing through the destruction of those "unfit" in 
the struggle for life. Potthoff's views seem rather harsh and extreme to us 
today, but they were not all that uncommon in the decades around 1900. 
Many eugenicists expressed similar ideas. 

Economic considerations influenced discourse on the disabled in yet 
another related way. Many eugenicists began using economic productivity 
as a measuring rod to determine human value. Forel claimed that humans 
should be ranked in value according to their ability to be productive citi
zens. He defined a "fit" individual as one who contributes more to society 
than he or she receives. 54 "I maintain," stated Forel, "that rwo hereditarily 
fit children constitute a social plus, and rwo bad ones are a social minus. The 
former will by all means press ahead and then produce more than they con
sume, but the latter will do vice-versa. "55 This statement implies that we can 
mathematically calculate the value of individuals' lives by determining their 
economic contribution or liability to society. Schallmayer likewise thought 
that, for practical purposes, the "hereditary value" of individuals could best 
be determined by their economic productivity. 56 

The influential Viennese sociologist Rudolf Goldscheid, a leader in the 
Austrian branch of the Monist League, developed his entire sociology 
around the idea of a "human economy." Goldscheid was deeply concerned 
about ethics and the value of human life. "Perhaps never before in history," 
he stated, "has ethics been valued so little as in our days." By stressing the 
evolutionary and economic value of his fellow human beings, he hoped 
to elevate their value and status. Goldscheid was grieved and incensed at 
the capitalist oppression of the working classes, and since religious and 
moral teachings had proven impotent to curb it, he hoped that his scien
tific sociology could provide the rationale to end oppression. Once societies 
understood that humans have economic value, that they are capital not 
to be squandered, society would no longer tolerate capitalist oppression, 
Goldscheid thought, and socialism would triumph. "The evolutionaty 
value of humans in their present form is thus social property," he explained. 
"Whoever wantonly damages it, wrongfully destroys social capital. "57 

Goldscheid insisted that his sociology was scientific, and evolution was 
an integral component of it. However Goldscheid's views on evolution 
differed from the strict Darwinism of many other eugenicists. While hon
oring Darwin for his scientific achievements, Goldscheid rejected the 
Malthusian element in Darwinian theory. Because of this, he insisted that 
human populations do not need to keep expanding, nor does natural selec
tion need to be intensified. On the contrary, competition and selection 
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should be reduced to increase the quality of humans. While many leading 
eugenicists insisted that increasing rates of reproduction would lead to 

greater biological improvement, Goldscheid argued the opposite. 
According to him, "with declining natality, just as with increasing use
fulness, the biological and economic value of the individual human life 
is continually elevated."58 Unlike most other eugenicists, he stressed the 
importance of the environment much more than heredity in shaping 
human character. 

While Goldscheid opposed some key elements of mainstream eugenics, 
he shared many of their basic presuppositions and goals. He hoped that his 
sociology would help improve people's biological quality and thus produce 
evolutionary progress. These concerns led him to join the Society for Race 
Hygiene in 1908 or 1909.59 Also the Vienna Sociological Society, founded 
and led by Goldscheid, had a Department of Social Biology and Eugenics. 
The famous Lamarckian biologist Paul von Kammerer and a professor of 
hygiene, Julius Tandler, headed up this department, which took a more 
Leftist orientation than the Society for Race Hygiene.6o Goldscheid's views 
were surely more humane and compassionate than those of most eugeni
cists, but his stress on improving biological quality and the value of 
humans, and especially his focus on the economic value of humans, pre
supposes that some humans are more valuable than others. It also raises the 
troubling question: What about those humans who have no "economic 
value," such as the disabled? It seems odd that Goldscheid never broached 
this question, for he was closely connected to the eugenics movement, 
where this issue was raised repeatedly. Perhaps he could not bring himself 
to confront the issue, since when applied to the disabled, his rational con
ception of human economy seems in conflict with his humane disposition. 
As champion of the oppressed, Goldscheid hoped to elevate the value of 
human life-a noble goal-but it seems to me that by making the value of 
human life dependent on economic value, his presuppositions contributed 
instead to devaluing human life. 

Many Darwinists promoted the idea that inequality was an ineluctable 
law of nature. When applying this to human society, they stressed the phys
ical, mental, and even moral differences between individuals, calling some 
people superior and others inferior. While the purveyors of this ideology 
obviously belonged to the intellectually superior segment of society, the 
disabled, especially the mentally disabled, were called inferior and assigned 
a lower value. However, many Darwinists and eugenicists considered 
another category of allegedly inferior people just as dangerous-or perhaps 
more dangerous-than the disabled. We will now turn our attention to this 
next category: those of non-European races. 



6. The Science of Racial 
Inequality t:;::::8 

T he disabled and criminals were not the only ones whose lives 
were devalued by Darwinian-inspired social thought. Many social 
Darwinists and eugenicists consigned most of the world's popula

tion to the realm of the "inferior." They regarded non-European races as 
varieties of the human species-or sometimes even as completely separate 
species-that were not as advanced in their evolutionary development as 
Europeans. Of course, Darwinism was not the sole culprit in the rising tide 
of scientific racism in the late nineteenth century, but it played a crucial 
role nonetheless. I 

Racism obviously predated Darwinism, but during the nineteenth 
century-in part through the influence of Darwinism-it would undergo 
significant transformations. Before the nineteenth century, the intellectual 
dominance of Christianity militated against some of the worst excesses of 
racism. Christian theology taught the universal brotherhood of all races, 
who descended from common ancestors-Adam and Eve. Most Christians 
believed that all humans, regardless of race, were created in the image of 
God and possessed eternal souls. This meant that all people are extremely 
valuable, and it motivated Europeans to send missionaries to convert 
natives of other regions to Christianity. As contact with other races 
increased during the nineteenth century, the Protestant missionary move
ment blossomed, sending out multitudes of missionaries to convert non
European peoples to Christianity, just as the Catholic Church had earlier 
done in Spanish and Portuguese colonies. Even though some Christian 
groups, especially in lands with race-based slavery, developed theological 
justifications for racial inequality, most Christian churches believed that 
people of other races were valuable and capable of adopting European 
religion and culture. 

The Enlightenment, while eschewing many elements of Christianity, 
upheld most aspects of Judeo-Christian morality. In some cases, 
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Enlightenment thinkers were more consistent than the churches in 
applying Judeo-Christian moraliry to sociery. Many Enlightenment figures 
stressed cosmopolitanism and human equaliry, which militated against 
suppression of other races and led to greater opposition to slavery. The 
eighteenth-century German philosopher and pastor Johann Gottfried von 
Herder exemplified this attitude, when he wrote: "But thou, 0 Man, 
honour thyself: neither the pongo, nor the gibbon is thy brother: the 
american and the negro are: these therefore thou shouldst not oppress, or 
murder or rob; for they are men, like thee: with the ape thou canst not 
enter into fraterniry."2 

Drawing on Enlightenment ideals, many nineteenth-century liberals 
stressed human equaliry, including racial equaliry. This was especially true 
among those embracing an environmentalist view of human nature, which 
captivated many intellectuals in the nineteenth century. Believing that the 
human mind was a blank slate (a tabula rasa, to use Locke's terminology), 
they ascribed human disparities to differences in experiences, training, and 
education. Because of this, they thought "uncivilized" races could be ele
vated to the same level as Europeans through education. Many leaders of 
German anthropology in the late nineteenth century, especially the domi
nating figures of Rudolf Virchow, Adolf Bastian, and Johannes Ranke, 
reflected this liberal perspective and vigorously opposed incursions of 
biological racism (and Darwinism, too, for that matter) into their field. 

However, there was also a dark side to the Enlightenment that would 
presage scientific racism. Polygenism-the belief that races did not descend 
from common ancestors-arose in the eighteenth century and clashed with 
monogenism, which had been dominant for centuries, because Christian 
teaching up to this time traced all human ancestry to a single pair created 
in the not-so-distant past. Voltaire and some other Enlightenment thinkers 
used polygenism as a weapon to attack Christianity's allegedly outmoded 
dogmas. Polygenism would continue to wield influence in the nineteenth 
century, until late in the century, when it was swamped by Darwinian 
explanations for the origin of races. 

Even though Darwinism taught the common ancestry of all humans, at 
least if one looked back far enough in the past, this by no means implied 
racial equaliry. Far from it. Indeed many Darwinists claimed that 
Darwinism proved human inequaliry, including racial inequaliry. Darwin 
and most Darwinists, as we have already seen, emphasized biological varia
tion within each species. When explaining human evolution, Darwin 
needed to respond to those who insisted that human rationaliry, speech, 
and moraliry were unique to humans and could not be the product of 
evolution. To overcome these objections, Darwin tried to show on the one 
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hand that animals, especially primates, have primitive reasoning power, 
speech, and morality. On the other hand, he explained that some races have 
much lower intellectual and moral faculties than Europeans. Emphasizing 
racial inequality thus served an important function in Darwin's attempt to 
bridge the chasm berween primates and humans. Even though he opposed 
slavery and sometimes expressed sympathy for non-European races, 
nonetheless he believed a wide gap separated the "highest races" from the 
"lowest savages," as he called them, who were inferior intellectually and 
morally akin to Europeans. This was not just a peripheral point of Descent, 
for in the introduction Darwin clearly stated that one of the three goals of 
his book was to consider "the value of the differences berween the so-called 
races of man."3 

Even so, didn't evolutionary theory imply that races could change, 
providing hope that lower races could be elevated? Yes, in one sense, but 
Darwinian gradualism would strip this objection of any significance. 
Darwin and most Darwinists believed that human races had formed over 
millennia. During the relatively short period of recorded human history, 
racial change had been unnoticeable. Ludwig Woltmann and other 
Darwinist racial thinkers, as well as later Nazi racial theorists, were thus not 
at all inconsistent when they insisted on both the evolution of human races 
(over vast stretches of time) and the basic stasis of racial types (during 
human history). 

Darwin's emphasis on the power of heredity to conserve biological traits 
for long periods of time extended not only to physical, but also to mental 
and even moral traits. He regarded characteristics such as altruism, selfish
ness, bravery, cowardice, diligence, laziness, frugality, and many others 
as biological instincts that are hereditary. Thus, Darwin joined other bio
logical racists in rejecting the influence of education, training, and the envi
ronment on shaping human nature. This had dire consequences for racial 
thought, since all attempts to bring European culture to the "uncivilized" 
peoples of the world would be futile, if it were true. Darwin was not 
original in formulating these ideas, to be sure, but he and many Darwinists 
vigorously promoted this kind of biological racism, and most biological 
racists after Darwin saw his theory as confirmation of their position. 

Haeckel and many of his followers in Germany stressed racial inequal
ity even more than Darwin did. Whenever Haeckel discussed human 
evolution in his works-and for him human evolution was of the utmost 
importance, so it was a frequent theme-he consistently stressed human 
inequality, especially racial inequality. Already in his first technical book 
on evolution in 1866 he stated, "the differences between the highest and the 
lowest humans is greater than that between the lowest human and the highest 
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animal."4 He reiterated this point again and again during his career. 5 In 
analyzing the gradations between animals and humans, Haeckel asserted in 
his popular book of 1868, "If you want to draw a sharp boundary, you 
must draw it between the most highly developed civilized people on the 
one hand and the crudest primitive people on the other, and unite the 
latter with the animals."6 

In order to make human evolution plausible, Haeckel tried to show that 
the gap between humans and their nearest animal relatives could be bridged 
by almost imperceptible gradations. The frontispiece of the first edition of 
his popular work, Natiirliche Schopfungsgeschichte (1868, The Natural 
History of Creation), was a series of twelve facial profiles, beginning with a 
European, then "descending" in order to an East Asian, a Fuegian, an 
Australian, a black Mrican, and a Tasmanian. The pictures were arranged to 
show a gradual change in skull shape, and the profile of the last human, 
the Tasmanian, looked very similar to the profile of the gorilla in the 
seventh picture. After the gorilla came five other simian species (see figure 
6.1). With six "steps" between the "highest" and "lowest" human races and 
only one "step" between the "lowest" human race and gorillas, the inference 
was obvious. But Haeckel made sure no one missed the point by com
menting in his caption that his illustrations demonstrated graphically that 
"the differences between the lowest humans and the highest apes are smaller 
than the differences between the lowest and the highest humans."? 

The proximity of "inferior" or "lower" races to simians is a frequent 
theme in Haeckel's writings. He referred to the Australian aborigines and 
the Bushmen of South Mrica as similar to apes (affinahnlich). He further 
described some races in Mrica and Asia as having no concept of marriage 
or the family; like apes, they live in herds, climb trees, and eat fruit. These 
races are not capable of learning European culture, for "it is impossible to 
want to plant human education (Bildung), where the necessary ground for 
it, human brain development, is lacking .... They have scarcely elevated 
themselves above that lowest stage of transition from anthropoid apes to 
apemen."8 

Another way Haeckel emphasized the disparity between races was by 
insisting that different human races are distinct species. In 1868, he distin
guished between ten "species" of humans, which he arranged in a racial 
hierarchy based on their alleged inferiority and superiority. He divided 
human "species" into two main groups, the "straight-haired" and the 
"wooly-haired." The latter included primitive extinct humans, Papuans, 
Hottentots, and black Mricans, in order from lowest to highest. According 
to Haeckel's scheme of classifYing races, the "wooly-haired species" were 
generally inferior to the "straight-haired," except the "straight-haired" 
Australian aborigines were the lowest extant human "species." The other 
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Figure 6.1 Frontispiece to Haeckel's Naturliche Schopfungsgeschichte (1868), 
depicting six human races and six simian species, allegedly showing the proximity 
of the "lowest" humans to simians 



108 From Darwin to Hitler 

"straight-haired species" (in ascending order) were: Polynesians, Eskimos, 
American Indians, Mongolians (Orientals), and Caucasians, whom he also 
called the Mediterranean "species." Later he fiddled with the details, 
increasing the numbers of "species" to 12, but the idea of a racial 
hierarchy-both between these "species" and between races within each 
"species" -remained constant. 

Another line of evidence Haeckel used to distance human races was 
linguistics. Haeckel argued that languages do not appear to have a common 
ancestor, so they must have developed independently. Since the use of 
language is a defining characteristic for human beings, this means that 
human races must have evolved from separate ancestors. Of course, if one 
went back far enough, one would find a common ancestor, he admitted, 
but he didn't believe the common ancestor would be fully human.9 Haeckel 
called this nonspeaking apeman Pithecanthropus alai us, and he thought it 
would look roughly like the painting Prof. Gabriel Max gave him in 1894 
for his sixtieth birthday (see figure 6.2).10 Thus, despite acknowledging 
monogenism formally, Haeckel tilted toward the polygenist side of the 
argument about human origins. 

It may seem hard to imagine, but later in his career, Haeckel stressed 
racial differences even more, making statements even more provocative 
than his earlier ones. In his sensationally popular book, The Riddle of the 
Universe (1899), he stated, 

The difference between the reason of a Goethe, Kant, Lamarck, Darwin and 
that of the lowest primitive human, a Yedda, Akka, Australian Negro, and 
Patagonian, is much greater than the gradual difference between the reason 
of the latter and the 'most rational' mammal, the anthropoid apes and even 

[other] apes, dogs and elephants. 1 1 

In 1911, Haeckel further emphasized the distance between races in another 
way by placing the 12 human "species" in four separate genera!12 He also 
recommended that anyone wanting to understand racial inequality should 
read the writings of Count Arthur de Gobineau, the French racial thinker 
who captivated the attention of early twentieth-century German racial ide
ologues. 13 

In The Wonders of Lift (1904), a sequel to The Riddle of the Universe, 
Haeckel devoted an entire chapter ro racial inequality entitled "The Value 
of Life." Therein he argued forthrightly that not all people's lives have the 
same value. Though briefly mentioning the validity of this within every 
society, his main focus was on races: "Likewise also for world history the 
value of the various races and nations is very unequal." Haeckel's yardstick 
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Figure 6.2 Pithecanthropus alalus, an imaginary missing link between apes and 
humans, reproduced in Haeckel's Naturliche Schopfongsgeschichte (1911 ed.) 

for determining the value of life was the level of cultural achievements, 
but he believed that the development of culture was dependent on innate 
biological, intellectual, and moral traits. Thus "civilized" peoples with their 
allegedly higher intellectual capabilities have a higher value of life than the 
"primitive" peoples. According to Haeckel, "The value of life of these lower 
wild peoples is equal to that of the anthropoid apes or stands only slightly 
above them."14 Haeckel's devaluing of "primitive" races, by placing them 
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on par with animals, would be the first step toward a genocidal mentality, 
as we shall see in our chapter on "Racial Struggle and Extermination." 

Inspired by Haeckel's vision of human evolution, Bernelot Moens, a 
teacher in the Netherlands, asked Haeckel for advice in 1905 about a sci
entific experiment he hoped to perform to demonstrate the close relation
ship between humans and apes. He hoped to use artificial insemination to 
cross an anthropoid ape with a "Negro" (it's unclear which black race he 
meant-Haeckel considered black Australians the lowest race, but more 
often than not "Negro" meant black Africans). Haeckel thought Moens' 
project was likely to succeed and encouraged Moens to proceed, though 
he refused to lend his name to the endeavor. In 1916, a German sexologist, 
H. Rohleder, approached Haeckel with a similar project, and Haeckel 
suggested trying to inseminate a chimpanzee with the sperm of a black 
Mrican. 15 

Haeckel was not the only early Darwinist to promote the doctrine 
of racial inequality. In fact, he may very well have been influenced in his 
scientific racism by Karl Vogt, a zoologist whom Haeckel admired. 16 The 
scientific materialist Karl Vogt, in exile at the University of Geneva because 
of his participation in the Revolutions of 1848, was already famous before 
Darwin published his theory. He had resisted earlier evolutionary theories, 
but was one of the earliest German scientists to embrace Darwinism and 
apply it to humans. Vogt also became a leading anthropologist, helping 
found the German Anthropological Society in 1870. 

Already four years after Darwin published The Origin of Species, Vogt 
was applying Darwinism to humans in his most important anthropological 
work, the two-volume Lectures on Man. Like Haeckel, Vogt continually 
stressed racial inequality and the mental inferiority of non-European races. 
He claimed that scientific evidence demonstrated "that the differences 
between particular human races is greater than between particular ape 
species, so that we must therefore recognize individual human races as 
species." Vogt provided a Darwinian explanation for the distance between 
the races, explaining that the three major human races had probably 
evolved from three different species of apes. The black Africans, however, 
were still closer to their ape origins than were the Europeans.17 Vogt's 
position on human origins was thus even more polygenist than Haeckel's. 

Haeckel's and Vogt's Darwinian racism was extremely influential in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century, appearing in recognizable form 
again and again in the writings of Darwinian ethnologists and other social 
Darwinists. Haeckel's friend Carneri was even more radical than Haeckel in 
claiming the close affinity of the "lower" human races with other animals. 
In his book Morality and Darwinism (1871) he stated that "entire human 
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tribes stand lower than the animals. Not only is the mental activity of the 
elephant, horse, and dog significantly better developed than the lowest 
human species," but some human races possess no more ability to speak 
than do parrots. Such was the astonishingly myopic view of the leading 
Darwinian moral philosopher of the late nineteenth century. IS Carneri, 
like Haeckel' believed that because of the mental inequality of races, only 
certain races were capable of developing higher culture. Specifically, he 
denied that Slavs were capable of creating higher culture; rather they 
depended entirely on German cultural developments. 19 Carneri's racial 
chauvinism seems especially inflammatory, since he was a liberal politician 
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which had a huge Slavic population. 

No other leading Darwinist in Germany stooped quite to the level of 
ignorance displayed by Carneri in his racial views, but some came pretty 
close, and biological racism flourished in Darwinian circles. Krause and 
Buchner, the two most influential Darwinian publicists in nineteenth
century Germany (besides Haeckel himself) promoted scientific racism in 
roughly the same form as Haeckel's. In his popular work, Man and His 
Position in Nature (1870), Buchner claimed that black Africans, Asians, and 
Europeans (whom he sometimes called Aryans) were all distinct species.2o 

Later, in his contribution to Hellwald's History of Culture, Buchner stated, 

History and ethnology show us that races are something so peculiar and 
fundamentally different physically and mentally, that one cannot on first 
view suspect their original unity, if one does not allow very long periods of 
time for gradual development.21 

Despite his belief in the inheritance of acquired characteristics 
(Lamarckism), Buchner in his book, The Power of Heredity (1882), argued 
that physical, mental, and moral characteristics of races are basically con
stant, since they change so slowly. Thus education and training have little 
effect: "As little as one can make a real Christian from a Jew or a Caucasian 
from a Semite, so little can one make a civilized person out of one born to 
a wild [race]." Racial character is thus innate, and though Buchner never 
exhibited any anti-Semitism, he did think the Jews had a different racial 
character than Germans.22 

The ethnologist Oscar Peschel, editor of Das Ausland, the leading 
German journal on geography and ethnology, was probably the first 
German scholar to publish a significant discussion of Darwin's new the
ory.23 Peschel not only became one of the earliest proponents of Darwinian 
theory, but he was perhaps the first German to use Darwinian justifications 
for racial inequality. In 1861 and again in 1863 he wrote articles in 
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Das Ausland, both entitled, "Man and Ape." The point of both articles was 
to convince readers of the plausibility of human evolution by comparing 
humans and apes. Some races, according to Peschel, were closer to apes 
than others: 

The Negro is far removed from the European and close to the ape through 
its small build, through the relatively small breadth of its skull, through its 
relatively long upper limbs, and further the relatively short length of the 
thigh ... Also the Negro is more animal, in that it gives off a disgusting 
odor, distorts its face in grimaces, and its voice has a harsh, grating tone. 24 

In Peschel's most important book, Ethnology, the theme of racial inequality 
surfaces repeatedly.25 Peschel's work in ethnology was regarded so highly 
that he was named the first professor in geography at the University of 
Leipzig in 1871, which made him give up editing Das Ausland that year. 

Peschel's successor as editor of Das Ausland, the Darwinian ethnologist 
Hellwald, continued to stress racial inequality, both in Das Ausland and in 
his major book, The History o/Culture (1875). Like most scientific racists, 
he stressed the hereditary character of different races. The English have an 
innate disposition to be enterprising, according to Hellwald, while South 
Americans and South Sea Islanders have a hereditary tendency toward 
laziness. Though he considered all human races part of a single species, he 
not only stressed the mental inferiority of black Africans, but also claimed 
that the distance between races was ever widening. Further, even though he 
concentrated more on the racial inferiority of colored races, Hellwald was 
one of the few Darwinian ethnologists before the 1890s to exhibit overt 
anti-Semitism in his writings. The Jewish racial character, according to 
Hellwald, hindered the Jews from producing any great statesmen and artists 
(except musicians). 26 

In 1882 Hellwald passed on the editorship of Das Ausland to yet another 
prominent Darwinian ethnologist and geographer, Friedrich Ratzel, who 
later became professor of geography at the University of Leipzig. Before 
switching to geography, Ratzel received a doctorate in zoology and even 
wrote a popular exposition on Darwinism, Being and Becoming in the 
Organic World (1869), which remained relatively unknown, being eclipsed 
by Haeckel's popular exposition of Darwinism that appeared the preceding 
year. In preparing to write this work he relied heavily on Haeckel's General 
Morphology, and even though he later disagreed with some aspects of 
Haeckel's form of Darwinism, in 1872 he confessed that" in my scholarly 
work I live entirely in the theory of evolution." In the 1890s he still 
addressed Haeckel as his friend and teacher, and he hoped that everyone 
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could clearly recognize by reading his works that he was a disciple of 
HaeckelY Indeed, it is not difficult to discern the influence of Darwinian 
theory on Ratzel's ideas about biogeography, one of his favorite subjects. 

Ratzel's treatment of race, especially in his later writings and lectures is 
considerably more nuanced than those of Peschel or Hellwald. He rejected 
the intensely chauvinistic biological racism that gained such prominence in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, embracing instead the lib
eral view of anthropology championed by Adolf Bastian and Rudolf 
Virchow. He vigorously opposed Aryan racial theorists, calling them "race 
fanatics." In his university lectures on ethnology in the late 1890s, he 
specifically warned against the universal human tendency ro create greater 
distinctions between races than are warranted by careful scientific investi
gation. He criticized those anthropologists who "are seeking people with 
tails" and who try to ascribe ape-like characteristics to black Mricans.28 

By opposing those stressing the affinity of "lower" human races with apes, 
Ratzel was out of step with many leading Darwinists in Germany. 

However, even though he was far less racist than many of his contem
poraries and tried to minimize racial prejudice, Ratzel was not entirely per
suaded of the biological equality of all human races. In Being and Becoming 
Ratzel reminded his contemporaries of the huge divide between humans 
and apes. Nonetheless, in the same sentence he admitted that the "lower" 
peoples are closer to apes than are their "higher-standing comrades."29 
In his later more influential works Ratzel often used the terms "higher" and 
"lower" to refer to different groups of people, but usually he was compar
ing them culturally rather than biologically, which is why he more often 
used the term "peoples" (Volker) than "races." Nonetheless, in some of his 
writings and university lectures he manifested elements of biological 
racism. In his major work on ethnology, History of Mankind, Ratzel argued 
for the substantial unity of the human races and stated that cultural 
achievements were not linked to biological differences. Nonetheless, when 
discussing racial interbreeding between Europeans and non-Europeans, he 
clearly presented the Europeans as biologically superior, the non-Europeans 
as biologically inferior, and the crossbreeds as intermediate. Furthermore, 
when discussing specific races, such as the Australian aborigines, he some
times presented them as intellectually inferior to Europeans.3o Ratzel once 
criticized a colleague for claiming that contemporary primitive peoples 
have "just as good human material" as civilized peoples had a couple of 
thousand years ago.3 ! This indicates again that despite his own remonstra
tions to the contrary, Ratzel saw "primitive peoples" as biologically inferior, 
not just culturally inferior. In a university lecture on "Biogeography and 
Anthropogeography" he noted that the "race of people that we regard as the 
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oldest, as the one furthest behind in evolutionary development, that is, the 
black, wooly-haired race," lives in the south, while the "youngest, most 
advanced" white race lives in the north.32 

Ratzel also believed that racial differences should lead to practical poli
cies of racial discrimination. While lamenting the extreme racial views of 
some racial theorists of his day, he nonetheless did not dismiss their views 
in toto. In a largely negative review of a racial theorists' book, he declared, 
"Even so we are in agreement with all these racial politicians, that the 
future of a people very much depends on breeding through the exclusion 
of one [racial] mixture and the promotion of the other; and we would be 
thankful to them [i.e., racial theorists] for thoughtful practical suggestions 
in the best interests of our own people." He continued by applauding the 
United States for restricting the rights of Indians and blacks and for intro
ducing immigration restrictions for Asians. Germany would benefit, he 
thought, by introducing racial policies encouraging immigration from 
Scandinavia, while restricting it from Poland.33 Ratzel certainly opposed 
the most egregious racial theories of his day, but he was not completely 
egalitarian, and his racism was linked closely with his understanding of 
Darwinian biology, which will become even more apparent when we 
examine his stance on racial extermination (in chapter 10).34 

Before the 1890s, almost all the influential Darwinian anthropologists 
and ethnologists-along with most Darwinian biologists and popularizers
embraced scientific racism. Indeed, Darwinian materialists and monists 
were the leading apostles of scientific racism in Germany. While not 
formally depending on Darwinian theory, scientific racism appealed ro 
Darwinists because of its stress on biological determinism and inequality. 
Scientific racism was not deduced from Darwinian theory, to be sure, but 
it served an important function in Darwinian discourse as evidence increas
ing the plausibility of human evolution. In short, racism helped them 
"prove" their theory. On the other hand, Darwinism lent greater plausibil
ity to scientific racism, providing an explanation for the origins of races and 
their alleged inequality. 

The connection between Darwinism and scientific racism appears 
all the more striking when we compare the Darwinian anthropologists 
and ethnologists with their non-Darwinian counterparts. The dominating 
figures in the German anthropological community in the late nineteenth 
century were the famous pathologist (and liberal political leader) Rudolf 
Virchow, Adolf Bastian, and Johannes Ranke, all of whom opposed 
Darwinian theory. Virchow aroused the ire of his erstwhile student, Haeckel, 
in 1877 by questioning the appropriateness of teaching evolution in schools, 
when the theory was so highly speculative. He also led the fight against 
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viewing the Neanderthal Man as a primitive human ancestor, claiming 
instead that it was merely a pathological specimen. Ranke was also known 
for his anti-Darwinian stance, astonishing Hermann Klaatsch at the 1899 
Anthropological Congress by calling his Darwinian views on human evo
lution fantasy, not science.35 Along with rejecting Darwinism, Virchow, 
Bastian, and Ranke also rejected biological racism. Instead, they stressed 
racial equality, monogenism, and the influence of the environment and 
education on people. Scientific anthropology did not necessarily spawn 
theories of biological inequality, as German anthropology shows. 

With the passing of the baton from Virchow, Bastian, and Ranke to a 
younger generation of anthropologists shortly after 1900, both Darwinism 
and scientific racism came to the fore. The anatomists Hermann Klaatsch, 
Gustav Schwalbe, and Gustav Fritsch, who had all embraced Darwinism in 
the late nineteenth century, emerged as leading figures in German anthro
pology, though none was well known outside the academy. All three 
stressed racial inequality and biological determinism. Klaatsch and Fritsch 
even proposed a Darwinian form of polygenism similar to Vogt's, except 
they derived present human races from two rather than three different ape 
ancestors. 

Klaatsch's racial views are especially interesting, since he forthrightly 
applied his polygenism to ethical issues. In a speech to the International 
Congress on Criminal Anthropology in Cologne in 1911, he explained the 
significance of his studies on primitive races for understanding criminality. 
Klaatsch took an extended research trip in 1904-07 to study the Australian 
aborigines intensively, whom Haeckel and many others considered the 
lowest race in the world. In 1911, he still considered them an "isolated 
remnant of the oldest humanity," but after a close study, he concluded that 
they were physically and mentally akin to Europeans, especially to the 
fossilized human remains from Aurignac. He believed that the Aurignac 
ancestors of Europeans and the Australian aborigines were part of a com
mon racial stock. On the other hand, he considered black Mricans signifi
cantly inferior to both Europeans and Australian aborigines. The Mricans, 
he thought, shared common traits with the Neanderthal race, which was 
largely supplanted by the Aurignac race in Europe.36 

The Australian aborigines made a very good impression on Klaatsch, 
especially in regard to their moral character. He claimed they never stole, 
and loving their neighbors was a "fundamental characteristic of their 
being." This proved, according to Klaatsch, that the primitive state of 
humanity-at least the branch of humanity including them and the 
Europeans-was morally good. The Africans and Neanderthals, on 
the other hand, still had more "bestial" characteristics. Klaatsch surmised 
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that European criminals probably had some remnant of Neanderthal traits 
overriding the good moral traits of their Aurignac ancestors.3? 

Klaatsch once stated that "modern science cannot confirm the exag
gerated humanitarianism which sees brothers and sisters in all the lower 
races."38 What practical conclusions did Klaatsch draw from this 
Darwinian racism? First, he deplored the racial mixture of whites and 
blacks. Second, he denied that blacks could be educated very much, so 
colonial powers should not expend too much effort in this regard. Finally, 
he rejected the notion that people of different races should have equal 
rights. "The humanitarian nonsense," he declared, "which grants equal 
rights to all on the premise of the unity of humanity, is to be condemned 
from the scientific standpoint." For Klaatsch, as for many other Darwinists 
of his time, science showed the folly of egalitarianism, especially racial 
equality. He also intimated that slavery was beneficial, not only for the 
slave-holding whites, but also for the black slaves.39 Klaatsch and his cohort 
of Darwinian-inspired anthropologists thus overturned the liberal tradition 
of German anthropology. 

Even some of the older generation of anthropologists, including 
Luschan and Waldeyer, converted to Darwinism around the turn of the 
twentieth century, simultaneously embracing scientific racism. The simul
taneous shift toward Darwinism and biological racism was so pronounced 
that the historian Benoit Massin concludes: 

And for those embracing the new Darwinian approach in German anthro
pology, the implications of racial evolutionary hierarchies were even more 
radical: the replacement of the previous humanitarian ethics by a biological 
and selectionist materialism more concerned with the inequalities of evolu
tion than the universal brotherhood or spiritual unity of humankind.40 

The acceptance of Darwinism by the German anthropological community 
thus produced a shift from racial egalitarianism to inegalitarian ism and a 
replacement of liberal, humanitarian ethics with evolutionary ethics. 

To be sure, Darwinism does not necessarily imply scientific racism, and 
scientific racism did not necessarily depend on Darwinism, but the two 
shared affinities that made them not only compatible, but also alluring to 
each other. Historically Darwinism and biological racism are linked tightly 
together, as many historians have demonstrated. In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, we almost always find them in tandem. 

Indeed, as Darwinism captivated the thinking of German scholars by 
the end of the nineteenth century, biological racism escalated both in scope 
and in intensity. Before the 1890s, discussions of biological racism were 
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usually confined to brief passages in longer books or articles, especially ones 
directly dealing with human evolution or ethnology. In the 1890s and early 
1900s, however, race moved from the periphery to center stage with a ver
itable deluge of books and articles devoted to the topic. Also, before the 
1890s biological racists usually focussed on the differences between 
Europeans on the one hand and black Africans, Asians, American Indians, 
and Australian aborigines on the other hand. Toward the end of the nine
teenth century, quite a few biological racists radicalized racial distinctions 
by stressing the supremacy of the German or ''Aryan'' race and simultane
ously denigrating the Jews. Many of these Aryan racists and anti-Semites
which included many scientists and physicians-appropriated the mantle 
of Darwinian science to enhance their legitimacy. 

Darwinian racism received tremendous impetus through the emerging 
eugenics movement around 1900. Since eugenicists were avid Darwinists, 
many of them imbibed biological racism from Haeckel, Vogt, Buchner, and 
other leading Darwinists. Further, eugenics stressed the importance of 
heredity in determining physical, mental, and moral traits. It was only a 
short step from this general biological determinism to racial determinism. 
Further, eugenics was founded on the premise of human inequality, and 
even though racial inequality was not a necessary corollary of this, most 
eugenicists embraced the doctrine of racial inequality. Indeed, eugenicists 
would popularize one of their favorite terms-"minderwertig" (inferior)
in race discourse. 

As the chief organizer of the German eugenics movement, Ploetz was 
wary about publicly emphasizing his racial views. He recognized that rabid 
racism might alienate some elements of the German scientific and medical 
community, and he wanted to gather as many scientists and physicians 
as possible into his big eugenics tent. Because he toned down his views a 
little in public, Ploetz's racism has often been underestimated. Nevertheless, 
Ploetz's racial views were an integral part of his program, providing the 
underlying motivation for his eugenics activities. In his youth Ploetz 
founded an organization with his friends Carl and Gerhart Hauptmann 
committed to preserving German racial purity. This was the start of a 
lifelong project, he explained in his unpublished memoirs: 

Through reading the works of Darwin, Haeckel and other biologists already 
at school, as well as through some novels by Felix Dahn and other glorifiers 
of German antiquity and medieval times I was permanently enthused for the 
Germanic race ... and determined to make it my life's task ... to help in 
Germany and other states with German-speaking populations to lead it 
upward again to purity and the height of the first millennia.41 
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This was not only the purpose of his youthful utopian club, but also of his 
later involvement in the eugenics movement. 

His concern for Germanic supremacy continued unabated throughout 
his life. In 1890 he wrote from Paris to Carl Hauptmann that he was more 
convinced than ever of German racial superiority over the French.42 Later, 
Ploetz's desire to name the German eugenics movement the race hygiene 
(Rassenhygiene) movement was motivated by racism, despite Ploetz's and 
other eugenicists asseverations to the contrary later, and its ambiguity abet
ted racist rhetoric. In coining the term race hygiene, he preferred it because 

the hygiene of the entire human species coincides with that of the Aryan 
race, which, except for a few smaller races, like the Jewish-which in any 
case is probably mostly Aryan-represents the civilized race par excellence; 
to further it [the Aryan race] is the same as furthering all of humanity.43 

That Ploetz's race hygiene was not supposed to benefit all races was also 
apparent in his statement that the love of humanity "is nothing more than 
love for its Aryan part.,,44 In reflecting back on the founding of the Society 
for Race Hygiene, he gave as one example of human inequality, the distance 
between the "low tribes" of Australian aborigines and the "most noble 
branches of the white race."45 

Ploetz even founded a secret organization called the Nordic Ring in 
1907 to promote a more racist form of eugenics. In 1911, Ploetz wrote a 
brief tract to recruit German youth into the Nordic Ring, in which he 
divulged his racial views more fully. After explaining why he believed 
that the Nordic race was the most advanced in the world, he stated that 
"for us the immediate foundation for the realization of our ideals can 
only be the Nordic race .... The object of our labor must be, in short, 
a Nordic-Germanic race hygiene."46 

Despite his reticence at times, Ploetz divulged his racial views often 
enough. In his only book he not only stressed the racial inferiority of black 
Mricans, but also claimed that the "Western Aryans" were the most 
advanced race in the world.47 In a 1902 article he also emphasized the supe
riority of the Germanic race, whose members are "a totally different thing 
from a coolie or a Kaffir."48 His article, "On the German-Polish Struggle" 
(1906), warned that the Poles were increasing at the expense of Germans in 
eastern Germany, which threatened the preservation of "the most valuable 
of the human races, the white race," because the Poles are racially inferior 
to the Germans.49 At the First German Sociology Congress in 1911, Ploetz 
asserted that blacks in America were unintelligent and immoral. 50 

Not all eugenicists were as racist as Ploetz. Schallmayer rejected Nordic 
racism and extolled the Chinese for their advanced culture. Though less 
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racist than Ploetz, he did not exactly believe in racial equality. In one arti
cle he stated, "Without a doubt the mental ability of the different human 
races is unequal, just as they are also different in their physical constitu
tion."51 In various writings he referred to races as higher and lower, specif
ically claiming that black Africans are mentally inferior to Eutopeans and 
unable to sustain a high culture. 52 In a letter to the American biologist 
and pacifist David Starr Jordan he stated that blacks and Eastern Europeans 
were racially inferior to the average American.53 Also, in friendly corre
spondence with Ludwig Schemann, founder of the Gobineau Society, 
Schallmayer expressed sympathy for Schemann's writings, though he distanced 
himself from Woltmann and Gobineau. 54 

While Schallmayer and a few other eugenicists did not emphasize race 
as much as Ploetz, some eugenics advocates thought everything revolved 
around the race question. In his two-volume Cultural History of Racial 
Instincts Driesmans explained that race was the key factor determining his
torical developments, since only some races are capable of creating culture. 
Though stressing racial inequality, he parted company from Gobineau by 
rejecting the idea of a pure Aryan race and by advocating racial mixture, as 
long as it occurs between races that are equal. Driesmans integrated evolu
tion into his racial ideology by claiming that races undergoing the stiffest 
struggle against the elements would advance faster than others. In general, 
then, races in cold climates are superior to those in the tropics, and the 
Germans had attained their racial superiority because they had endured 
the Ice Ages, while the Persians, Slavs, and Celts had escaped it. 55 This idea 
that the Ice Age had been instrumental in human evolution went back at 
least to Moritz Wagner, who in 1871 had suggested that the Ice Ages had 
been instrumental in human evolution, making the cradle of humanity 
Europe, not Africa or Asia. 56 

Even more prominent and influential than Driesmans was Ludwig 
Woltmann, a physician who founded the journal Politisch-Anthropologische 
Revue in 1902. Woltmann was a dynamic and articulate leader, who sought 
to synthesize major currents of European thought. 57 He began his scholarly 
career trying to harmonize Kant and Darwin, subsequently focussed on 
Marx and Darwin, and finally added Gobineau to the blend; with 
Gobineau's racism ultimately swamping his Marxism, despite his continued 
insistence that he was true to Marx's theory. 58 In 1901 Woltmann tried to 
establish a eugenics journal with Ploetz and Grotjahn as coeditors, but after 
establishing his own journal, he was disappointed when both men founded 
journals competing with his. His quarrel with Schallmayer over the Krupp 
Prize alienated him not only from Schallmayer, but also from other eugeni
cists who praised Schallmayer's work. 59 



120 From Darwin to Hitler 

In his Krupp Prize entry, Political Anthropology (1902), in which he 
applied Darwinian theory to social thought and legislation, Woltmann 
placed race at the center of his analysis. He believed that the blond-haired, 
blue-eyed, long-headed (or dolichocephalic, as anthropologists called it at 
the time) Nordic or Germanic race was "the highest product of organic 
evolution" and the "bearer of world civilization." Woltmann wasn't the 
originator of this idea, but he became one of the most influential popular
izers of it. Starting off with this assumption, he tried to fit all of history 
into a framework in which Nordic races produced all significant cultural 
advances. The Indians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans were all originally 
light-skinned and blond, according to Woltmann, and their downfall came 
from mixture with darker racial elements. In his zeal to find Aryan roots for 
all significant cultural achievements, he even claimed that Jesus probably 
descended from a blond Amorite (though why a materialist would want to 
claim Jesus as a fellow Aryan escapes me).60 After publishing Political 
Anthropology, he scoured the museums of Italy and France, trying to 
prove that the Italian Renaissance and French cultural achievements were 
predominately the work of men with blond hair and blue eyes.61 

Woltmann gathered around his journal a cadre of like-minded scholars, 
who called themselves the socio-anthropological school. Its most promi
nent members were the freelance anthropologist Ammon, the French social 
Darwinist Georges Vacher de Lapouge, and Ludwig Wilser. All three posed 
as data-driven, empirical scientists relying on Darwinian biology when they 
argued for the supremacy of the Nordic or Germanic race (which pre
dictably made Lapouge more popular in Germany than in his native coun
try). Ammon argued that the dolichocephalic Germans were born 
aristocrats, while the roundheaded (brachycephalic) elements were only fit 
for farming and manuallabor.62 In a published speech, The Superiority of 
the Germanic Race (1915) Wilser, who had imbibed Darwinian anthropol
ogy from Alexander Ecker at the University of Freiburg, divided humans 
into four races: light-haired northern Europeans, dark-haired southern 
Europeans, Africans, and Asians.63 Woltmann and his socio-anthropological 
circle were extremely influential, especially among scientists, physicians, 
and anthropologists. Even though he contemptuously declined his third 
prize in the Krupp competition, his standing in the competition boosted 
his prestige in the scientific community. Woltmann's books received a boost 
from Ernst Rudin, a psychiatrist who played a leading role in the Society 
for Race Hygiene, when he wrote positive reviews of them in Ploetz's 
eugenics journal. 64 

One prominent devotee of Woltmann's racist eugenics was Eugen 
Fischer, a young anatomist and anthropologist who became one of the most 
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influential German anthropologists during the Weimar and Nazi periods. 
Fischer began lecturing on "social anthropology," his term for race hygiene, 
at the University of Freiburg in 1909. He considered Gobineau a forerun
ner of modern racial thought, which he promoted in his medical classes.65 

He praised Woltmann, Ammon, Wilser, and Lapouge, as well as Ploetz and 
Schallmayer, for their pathbreaking work on race and eugenics.66 Because 
of his interest in the effects of racial mixture, Fischer was one of the first to 
apply Mendelian genetics to humans in his book on The Rehoboth Bastards 
and the Bastardization Problem among Humans (1913). The Rehoboth com
munity in German Southwest Africa was composed of descendants of 
European men and African women. Fischer's careful firsthand study of the 
Rehoboth community lent scientific credibility to his racial prejudices. 
Though admitting that the people of Rehoboth were fairly intelligent and 
in his view superior to full-blooded black Africans, nevertheless he still con
sidered them far inferior to Europeans in their creative abilities. Because of 
Mendelian inheritance, some people of mixed descent were valuable indi
viduals, he admitted, "but just as many completely worthless individuals 
can be expected and the majority are inferior (minderwertig)." Fischer 
believed that racial crossing usually produces progeny approximately mid
way between the races of the parents. Thus he opposed racial mixture and 
supported racial segregation in German colonies.67 

A medical student at the University of Freiburg, Fritz Lenz, who took 
courses from Fischer and served as secretary of the Freiburg branch of the 
Race Hygiene Society, also became an influential proponent of racist eugen
ics. In his student days before World War 1, Lenz wrestled with philosophi
cal questions, especially the vexing problem of how to ground ethics on a 
secular basis. He even wrote an unpublished book-length treatise at that time 
on "The Will to Value, Foundation of a Racial Ethics." In 1917 he published 
an article on his racially-based view of ethical values in Deutschlands 
Erneuerung, a journal coedited by Houston Stewart Chamberlain. He repub
lished the same essay in 1933 with a preface explaining that his article 
contained the essentials of the Nazi worldview. Lenz argued in his article 
that "everything comes from the ideal of the race: culture, evolution, 
personality, happiness, redemption .... With every activity and with every 
inactivity we have to ask ourselves: Does it benefit our race? And to make 
our decision accordingly."68 Lenz's prestige as a medical professor at the 
University of Munich-he was appointed to the first professorship in race 
hygiene in Germany in 1923-probably lent scientific respectability to his 
racial views, especially since he integrated his racist eugenics into the 
leading text on human genetics that he coauthored with Fischer and Erwin 
Baur. He also integrated racism into his university lectures. In a seminar he 
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taught in 1919 on race hygiene, he devoted two full hours to Gobineau's 
racial theory.69 Interestingly, however, Lenz argued forthrightly that his 
racial views were not based on science, but were ethical postulates ulti
mately incapable of proof.l° Lenz's racism was thus based on faith, a faith 
akin to Hitler's views in Mein Kampf, as Lenz himself acknowledged. The 
Nazi regime rewarded Lenz by naming him director of the eugenics section 
of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute and professor at the University of Berlin. 

Another leading racist who forged close connections with Woltmann's 
socio-anthropological circle was Ludwig Schemann, founder of the 
Gobineau Society in 1894 and tireless promoter of Gobineau's writings. 
Schemann's organization was significant both for connecting leading scien
tific racists and for spreading racial propaganda. Most of the racial thinkers 
influencing Schemann's thought and most of his connections were 
social Darwinists and eugenicists. Schemann dedicated one of his books 
to Ammon, whom he considered one of the most important influences 
on him, but he also expressed great admiration for Woltmann, Wilser, 
Lapouge, Driesmans, and others of their ilk. He also promoted eugenics 
and cultivated relationships with leading eugenicists, especially Fischer, 
since both he and Fischer lived in Freiburg. The influential Pan-German 
League provided fertile soil for Schemann's propaganda efforts. The 
Pan-German League, as well as some of its leaders, like Heinrich Class and 
Adolf Fick, joined the Gobineau Society and contributed financially to it, 
while Schemann led the Freiburg branch of the Pan-German League?l 

Another important promoter of social Darwinist racism in the early 
twentieth century was Julius Lehmann, a major publisher of medical books 
and a prominent medical journal in Munich. In the 1890s Lehmann joined 
the Pan-German League and began publishing books and pamphlets pro
moting their cause. He also tried to enlist Houston Stewart Chamberlain 
to write for his publishing house, but Chamberlain declined. After reading 
eugenics literature in 1908-09 he entered the eugenics movement with 
heart and soul, publishing thereafter numerous works by leading eugeni
cists, including the famous genetics text by Lenz, Fischer, and Baur. He also 
published works by the famous Nordic race theorist, Hans F. K. Glinther, 
in the 1920s, as well other racist works.72 

Many of the race theorists we have mentioned were anti-Semitic to 
some degree or other, and indeed the rising tide of anti-Semitism was deci
sively influenced by biological racism. Not all of this was directly tied to 
Darwinism, but much of it received some stimulation from Darwinian 
social thought. Willibald Hentschel, a leading anti-Semitic theorist, for 
example, had studied under Haeckel in the late 1870s and 1880s, though 
he later worked as a chemist rather than a biologist. In the early 1900s he 
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successfully organized a drive to honor Haeckel by making a bronze statue 
of him.73 The central points of his racist sociopolitical ideology were simi
lar to Haeckel's views on race: humans are naturally separated into races 
and the Germanic Aryans have the highest "value oflife" of all the races.?4 
Hentschel believed that Darwinian theory had proven the subjection of 
humans to natural laws, and this should lead to new values: "One such 
newly-developed wonder is the biological valuation oflife, which has led us 
to the concepts of race and selection." Thus, Hentschel determined the 
value of human life by biological characteristics, and for him one of the 
most important determinants of biological value was race. Indeed race
including anti-Semitism-and selection were foundational concepts in 
Hentschel's main theoretical work, Varuna (1901), which was reissued in 
1925 in its fourth edition.?5 Racial concerns also dominated the utopian 
community he described in his popular book, Mittgart, which went 
through six editions by 1916. 

Hentschel actively participated in anti-Semitic politics and propaganda, 
and his friend and publisher Theodor Fritsch, a leading anti-Semitic 
publicist, vigorously promoted Hentschel's Varuna, calling it the best 
theoretical work available on race. Fritsch insisted that Hentschel had ele
vated anti-Semitism to scientific status: "Knowledge about the distinctions 
between the human species and races belongs to the most recent results 
of scientific research. We have to admit that the slogan of the equality of 
all who bear a human face cannot withstand a rigorous examination."76 
Through his books, his journal, Hammer, and his organization named after 
his journal, Fritsch played a central role in the anti-Semitic movement in 
Germany. He promoted a form of anti-Semitism featuring the Darwinian 
elements of race struggle and eugenics. 

Anti-Semitism was not specifically derived from Darwinian theory, of 
course. Nevertheless anti-Semitism found a ready ally in the biological 
racism circulating in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, largely 
through the writings of avid Darwinists. The upsurge of racism around 
1900 was not entirely of the scientific or Darwinian variety, either, though 
much of it was. Julius Langbehn's popular racist book, Rembrandt as 
Educator (1890) was even explicitly antiscientific and anti-Darwinian. 
Some racial thinkers considered Enlightenment rationalism shallow and 
railed at the rise of scientific materialism and positivism, which often 
denied free will and thus left no room for human agency. Instead they 
exalted intuition and volition.77 Though some of these racial theorists, like 
Langbehn, dismissed scientific rationality for more irrational modes of 
thought, others combined elements of rationalism and irrationalism. 
Darwinism contributed to this synthesis of rationalism and irrationalism, 
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because many Darwinists embraced a naturalistic account of human behav
ior, but founded morality and behavior more on instincts than on reason. 

These ambiguities within Darwinism, as well as some racial theorists' 
ambiguous stance toward Darwinism, allowed even some of the more mys
tical race theorists to include Darwinian elements in their ideology. 
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, one of the most famous anti-Semitic writ
ers around the turn of rwentieth century, displayed considerable ambiva
lence toward Darwinism. While overtly rejecting Darwinian theory on 
philosophical grounds, calling it too materialistic, he nevertheless embraced 
key elements of it. In his memoirs he explained that, as a young man study
ing biology at the University of Geneva (Vogt was his zoology professor 
there), he had enthusiastically embraced Darwinian theory. Later, however, 
he turned against it. He came to embrace neo-Kantian idealism and vital
ism, which he considered inconsistent with Darwinism, especially since he 
thought that organisms manifested certain forms (Gestalt) that were only 
malleable within strict limits. 

Nonetheless, Chamberlain's racial theory retained significant elements 
of Darwinian thought, as he himself recognized. In his famous rwo-volume 
work, Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899), he admitted that 
Darwin had hit upon rwo key ideas important to racial theory: the strug
gle for existence and selection through breeding. Concerning struggle, in 
the closing paragraph of the first volume Chamberlain discussed racial 
competition, which may be fought with a variety of means, some of 
them peaceful. Nonetheless, Chamberlain averred, "No humanitarian 
chatter can side-step the fact that this [racial competition] means a struggle 
[Kampf] . ... This silent struggle is even more than any other a struggle 
for life and death." Later in Foundations he called it irrational to try to end 
this racial struggle, as some social thinkers were proposing. Thus 
Chamberlain considered the racial struggle an inescapable process.78 Racial 
struggle played a central role in Chamberlain's thought, since he believed 
that the Teutonic races were locked in mortal combat with the Jews. 

Breeding was the other aspect of Darwinian theory that Chamberlain 
considered crucial to understanding racial theory. He highly recommended 
reading Darwin's Animals and Plants under Domestication, which demon
strated the "malleable possibilities of life." He compared the varieties 
produced through domestic breeding-such as various breeds of dogs or 
horses-to the human races. Just as dog breeds vary, not only in their phys
ical characteristics, but also in their dispositions, so human races differ 
physically, mentally, and even morally. Chamberlain emphasized that these 
different breeds or races were unequal biologically. Even more importantly, 
in order to produce better breeds, they need to be treated unequally by 
selecting the best specimens to reproduce. Since he exalted the human 
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Figure 6.3 Cover of Der Brummer magazine in 1916 with caption: "Our captives 
in the West. 'Man, you're bringing him to Hagenbeck, aren't you? He can't catch 
better gorillas in Africa than we can on the Western Front!' " 

mind and will above purely material processes, it should come as no 
surprise that Chamberlain favored purposeful selection or eugenics as the 
solution to preserving or improving racial character. He took a dim view of 
most racial crossing, however, though he did claim that some limited racial 
crossing could produce biologically improved varieties,?9 
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While racism might have intensified in the late nineteenth century 
as a justification for European imperialism with or without Darwinism, 
it is clear that Darwinism played a key role in the rhetoric of racism (see 
figure 6.3). Scientific racism, which after the advent of Darwinism was 
synonymous with Darwinian racism, provided a powerful rationale for 
racial inequality, displacing the more egalitarian views of liberal German 
anthropologists around 1900. Darwinism also contributed to the radical
ization of racism, especially among the scientific and medical elites in 
Germany. After examining proposals by leading Darwinists and eugenicists 
for dealing with the disabled in chapters 7 and 8, we will examine specific 
ways of dealing with other races in chapters 9 and lOon Darwinian 
militarism and racial extermination. 



3. Eliminating the 
"Inferior Ones" ~ 



7. Controlling Reproduction: 
Overturning Traditional Sexual 
Morality ~ 

The Malthusian stress on mass death and destruction that Darwin 
adopted in his evolutionary theory presupposed high rates of 
reproduction. Thus, reproduction is central to the Darwinian 

vision of nature and humanity: organisms possessing traits that allow them 
to reproduce in greater numbers than their competitors survive and pass on 
those traits. Furthermore, sexual instincts and sexual selection played 
important roles in Darwin's explanation of human evolution. One wonders 
if Freud was guided (unconsciously perhaps?) by Darwin in formulating 
his theory of the rwin drives of libido and thanatos, that is, sex and death 
(aggression).! In any case, sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists 
today regularly appeal to Darwinism to make sex and reproduction the 
most important explanation for human behaviors. In his highly influen
tial (but controversial) work, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis, Edward o. 
Wilson stated, 

In a Darwinist sense the organism does not live for itself. Its primary 
function is not even to reproduce other organisms; it reproduces genes, 
and it serves as their temporary carrier .... the organism is only DNA's 
way of making more DNA. More to the point, the hypothalamus and 
limbic system are engineered to perpetuate DNA.2 

Not exactly racy stuff, but still the point is clear: Reproduction and sex are 
central to a Darwinian understanding of life and human behavior. 

The penchant to move reproduction and sex to center stage in explain
ing many human behaviors, as some sociobiologists and evolutionary 
psychologists do today, is not a completely new phenomenon. Darwinian 
biologists and psychologists today are reviving ideas that flourished in the 
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late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. By pushing reproduction 
into the limelight, Darwinism helped spawn new ways of thinking about 
sexuality and sexual morality. As we have already seen, Darwinism spawned 
the eugenics movement, whose primary goal was to increase the biologi
cal quality of the human population by controlling reproduction. Since 
many Darwinists wanted to revise all human institutions to speed up 
evolution-or at least to hinder the biological degeneration many feared 
was occurring-evolution became the new arbiter for sexual morality: 
whatever improved biological quality was morally good, while whatever 
hindered it was evil. In 1911, Eduard David told a conference of sexual 
reformers, "In the realm of sexuality everything is moral which serves 
the upward evolution of the species."3 Many Darwinists agreed with 
David and argued on this basis for serious revisions-or sometimes 
the complete overthrow-of traditional ideas about sex, marriage, and the 
family. 

The devaluing of human life that we have already examined played a 
fundamental role in eugenics discourse on sexual morality. In trying to 
reformulate sexual mores, the key question eugenicists posed for themselves 
was: What is the best way to get rid of "inferior" or "unfit" people? 
Conversely, they wanted to find ways to promote the reproduction of the 
"fittest." As Gruber succinctly stated, "The fit must flourish, the unfit must 
disappear.,,4 Some eugenicists focussed more on measures to eliminate 
those with "bad" heredity, while others tried to find ways to increase the 
numbers of those with "good" heredity. Most supported both approaches. 
While eugenicists did not always agree on which practical measures were 
best to achieve their goals, they were united in their zeal to subordinate 
sexual morality and behavior to the goal of evolutionary progress. 

Though eugenicists generally agreed that traditional Christian sexual 
morality was detrimental to the welfare of the human species, they could 
not agree on what sexual mores would best promote human health and 
vitality. While agreeing on a common goal-the evolutionary advancement 
of humanity-and while agreeing that control of reproduction was the 
most important measure to accomplish this goal, they could not agree on 
concrete measures. Their proposals for sexual reform were, in fact, wildly 
divergent, ranging from free sex to monogamy (though often with loop
holes) to polygamy. Some even called on evolutionary ethics to justifY 
homosexuality. Evolutionary ethics thus seemed to offer proponents just 
about whatever sexual morality they preferred. 

Sexual reforms were an important part of Forel's crusade for a new 
ethic based on science. He testified in his autobiography that when he 
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became a psychiatrist, he 

seemed to hear a voice that called upon me ... 'You must become the 
apostle of truth. What use to stay forever where you are, tending the lost 
victims of human stupidity, mere shattered remnants, behind the doors of 
your madhouses, and calmly allowing the cause of all this misery to persist? 
That is cowardice!' Social hygiene called for a complete revolution of opin
ion, if the evil was to be tackled at the root; above all, it called for a rational 
sexual selection of human beings.5 

This "rational sexual se!ection" that Fore! advocated was built on the 
Darwinian premise of human biological inequality. Fore! suggested that we 
should conceptually divide society into two categories: "a superior, more 
socially useful, sounder, or happier, and an inferior, less socially useful, less 
sound and happy." Those in the "superior" half should reproduce bounti
fully, while those in the "inferior" half should refrain from reproducing.6 

Fore! did not indicate how this should be enforced, nor did he advocate 
government intervention; perhaps he hoped moral suasion would suffice. 

Since "rational sexual se!ection" required a complete rethinking of sex
ual morality, Fore! wrote an entire book on The Sexual Question (1905), 
which became so popular that it went through sixteen editions in German 
by 1931, as well as multiple English and French editions. In his book Fore! 
grounded sexual morality on evolution (the second chapter of the book is 
devoted entire!Y to biological evolution), claiming that human happiness is 
best served by improving human biological traits, including mental and 
moral traits. He summed up his sexual morality in the precept: Do not 
harm others through your sexual activity, but promote their happiness. 
Morality must take into account not only those now living, according to 

Fore!, but also coming generations, since "the highest task of the ethical 
deed is laboring for the we!fare of the future generation."? 

By judging sexual behavior sole!y according to whether it improves or 
harms the biological traits of coming generations, Fore! called for a radical 
alteration of sexual mores. Though in general he favored monogamy and 
opposed polygamy, he admitted that in some cases polygamy or at least 
concubinage might be beneficial and thus morally acceptable. If, for exam
ple, a husband with "good" biological traits married an infertile woman, he 
could pass on his "good" traits to the next generation only by taking 
another wife or concubine. Fore! also claimed that in some cases, such as 
when a man with biologically "good" traits married a woman with bio
logically "bad" traits, adultery could be morally good. Since homosexu
ality and bestiality do not affect the biological well-being of humanity, 
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Forel regarded them as morally neutral, and he criticized present legal codes 
for punishing those indulging in these sexual activities. By reducing sexual
ity to its biological effects-especially on the offspring-Forel called for 
a radical overturning of Judeo-Christian sexual ethics. 8 

Not all eugenicists agreed with every detail of Forel's sexual morality, but 
almost all of them concurred with his main goals. Schallmayer stated, "The 
value of existing and proposed rules of social life and especially of sexual life 
may be measured primarily according to how it causes the race to flourish," 
and only secondarily according to social or individual utility or happiness.9 

Many eugenicists called the procreation of sick or weakly individuals a sin 
against humanity. The University of Basel physiologist Gustav von Bunge, 
an honorary member of the Society for Race Hygiene, predicted that 
it would take a long time to inculcate in people the truth "that the pro
creation of sick, degenerate children is the most serious crime that a person 
could ever commit."!O Eugenicists thus redefined sexual sin as any sexual 
relationship-including marriage-that produced "inferior" offspring, not 
as extramarital sexual liaisons. 

Stocker and the League for the Protection of Mothers agreed with Forel 
that eugenics and sexual liberation were part of a sweeping program of 
sexual reform. When the League first formed, it received considerable sup
port from leading Darwinists and eugenicists, including Haeckel, Forel, 
Ploetz, Woltmann, Alfred Hegar, and Ehrenfels, among others, though a 
few eugenicists later distanced themselves from Stocker's sexual radicalism. 
Stocker used her journal as well as many speeches sponsored by the League 
to promote her "new ethics," which was built on a world view synthesizing 
Darwinian monism and Nietzscheanism. In this, she was following the lead 
of Tille, with whom she fell in love in the years 1897-99. When Tille's wife 
suddenly died, he proposed to Stocker, but Tille had rwo children, and 
Stocker did not want to be tied down to motherhood, so they went their 
separate ways. 

The Darwinian influence on Stocker's ethical views are readily apparent. 
The opening sentence of her article, "On a New Ethics," clearly displays the 
evolutionary thrust of her ideas: "If one believes in the eternal Becoming, 
in the flow of evolution, and holds struggle for the father of all things, then 
one can only see the moral task of humanity as seeking ever new, higher 
forms of morality."!! Her affinity with Darwinian monism brought her and 
her League into a close relationship with Haeckel's Monist League. She not 
only spoke at some of their congresses, including the First International 
Monist Congress in Hamburg in 1911, but she also wrote articles regularly 
for their journal. She explained to fellow monists that her organization 
was attempting to tackle sexual and marriage reform "in the spirit of 
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modern evolutionary theory."12 In her 1913 speech to the Monist Congress, 
she insisted that reproduction must come under the sway of scientific 
rationality. 13 

Despite her inclination toward socialism, Stocker stressed human 
biological inequality, just as most eugenicists did. She warned against bio
logical "inferiority," stating, "If the mere existence of inferior people is a 
danger and a hindrance for the state, then to hinder this, with all the means 
of science, is not only our right, but our duty."14 She hoped that her sexual 
reforms would ultimately elevate the human race. Though Stocker stressed 
the influence of the environment on biological quality more than most 
eugenicists did, she still saw sexual reform as an important means to 
biological improvement. 

One aspect of Stocker's sexual reform that brought her into conflict with 
some leading eugenicists was her staunch support for single motherhood. 
Stocker opposed the traditional stigma on women bearing children out of 
wedlock. She hoped that in the near future women would not only be 
permitted, but also financially supported to have children, whether they 
were married or not. She believed this would result overall in biological 
improvement, so she continually appealed to eugenicists to support her 
position. However, Ploetz objected to supporting all single mothers, and 
not just because he favored monogamy as the healthiest form of reproduc
tion. Ploetz, in fact, had supported the League for the Protection of 
Mothers at first, since the founding document of the League had stipulated 
that only healthy mothers should receive support. When Stocker and her 
supporters struck the word "healthy" from the League's platform and 
insisted that all single mothers should receive assistance, Ploetz protested 
that this was no longer consistent with eugenics ideals. 15 In fact, Stocker 
continued to support eugenics, but her Nietzschean individualism caused 
her to value sexual liberation or "free love" more than Ploetz, and some
times it overrode her otherwise strong eugenics concerns. 

Stocker and other feminists also butted heads with leaders of the eugen
ics movement over the issue of birth control. Some feminist eugenics 
proponents, including Stocker, were the earliest leaders of the birth control 
or neo-Malthusian movement, when it began in the early twentieth cen
tury. Though their chief motivation in supporting birth control was sexual 
liberation, these feminists also argued that easy access to birth control 
would also advance eugenics goals. Stocker hoped that widespread use of 
birth control would effectively separate sexual love and procreation, allow
ing people to make more rational choices about reproduction. Only then 
could they follow their moral duty not to reproduce if the interests of the 
coming generation would be harmed. 16 Also, these feminists, like most 
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eugenicists, warned that the lower classes, whom they considered biologi
cally "inferior" to the upper classes, would swamp society with their "bad" 
heredity if they continued reproducing at higher rates, as they were cur
rently doing. Upper class women were already using birth control to restrict 
their reproduction, so easier access to birth control, these feminists argued, 
would primarily reduce reproduction among the biologically "inferior." 

Ploetz, however, saw things differently. He, like all eugenicists, fully sup
ported control of reproduction. That is what eugenics was all about. But 
Ploetz opposed the indiscriminate use of birth control by individuals based 
on their personal whim, which he thought would happen if the neo
Malthusian movement achieved its goals. This kind of birth control Ploetz 
considered counterproductive, since it was not based on eugenics criteria. 
Ploetz wanted birth control in the hands of the medical profession, not in 
the hands of individuals, who might pursue selfish goals, such as pleasure, 
wealth, or vanity, rather than the biological health of the nation and com
ing generations. He did not share Stocker's optimism that most people 
would use birth control in a eugenically responsible manner. I? Ploetz con
sidered the threat of neo-Malthusian birth control so serious that he 
devoted his speech at the First International Eugenics Congress in London 
in 1912 to this topic, warning of the negative consequences of neo
Malthusianism for eugenics. 18 When some leading radical feminists, as well 
as Stocker's League for the Protection of Mothers applied for membership 
to his Society for Race Hygiene, he vigorously and successfully opposed 
their membership.19 

Another reason Ploetz opposed easy access to birth control was 
because-unlike Stocker-he thought quantity was related to biological 
quality. Ploetz believed that a healthy population was an expanding popu
lation, since the greater the population expansion, the greater the pool of 
"good" variations from which to choose. He feared that limiting population 
expansion would reduce the numbers of biologically "good" people. He 
also feared that excessive use of birth control would reduce the ability of 
Europeans to compete against other races in the racial struggle for existence 
(see chapter 10). 

Gruber and Rudin, close colleagues of Ploetz in Munich, thoroughly 
agreed with him about the dangers of individualistic birth control. In 
a jointly-authored work they expressed grave concern over this issue: "The 
next and greatest worry of race hygiene-a much greater one than the 
relative increase of inferior people-is currently neo-Malthusianism, 
the purposeful limitation of the number of births, [sometimes] up to com
plete infertility." Of course, they favored regulating reproduction, but not 
based on individual egoism.2o Gruber later wrote an entire book to combat 
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the specter of population decline, which quickly went through three 
editions. He and other eugenicists were alarmed by population statistics in 
the early twentieth century showing a deceleration of German population 
expansion. They feared that Germans were beginning to adopt the French 
"two-child system," which had already put the brakes on French population 
expansion in the late nineteenth century. Gruber blamed individualism for 
the population decline and suggested measures to encourage population 
expansion.21 However, despite his opposition to neo-Malthusianism, 
Gruber was not opposed to artificial birth control per se, as he explained to 
Grotjahn. In some cases he considered it beneficial to ensure the health and 
welfare of one's progeny. Nevertheless, Gruber added, while "regulation of 
bearing children is a command of the rational human order, conscious 
avoidance of bearing children by normal people is a crime. "22 

Many eugenicists agreed with Ploetz and Gruber that birth control 
might imperil the biological prowess of the nation and race. Luschan's 
warnings against the deliberate restriction of births sounded almost hyster
ical at times. He called it "the most imminent danger for the white man and 
for the civilised races" and "nothing less than national suicide."23 Ribbert 
also feared the perils of birth control, cautioning that voluntarily limiting 
the size of families is "a grave danger to human evolution."24 

Leading radical feminists found Ploetz's and other eugenicists' opposi
tion to neo-Malthusian birth control incomprehensible. Adele Schreiber, 
a close colleague of Stocker's in the League for the Protection of Mothers 
who later became a socialist (SPD) member of parliament, was fully com
mitted to eugenics and highly recommended reading works by Ploetz and 
Rudin. However, she was disappointed at the negative attitude many 
eugenicists displayed toward neo-Malthusianism. She considered the goals 
of eugenics unattainable without the ready availability of birth control, 
"with whose help alone upward breeding and selection, the elimination of 
worthless and bad elements, [and] the creation of a society free from the 
oppressive burden of the unfit of various kinds, can be achieved."25 The 
socialist feminist Henriette Furth agreed with Schreiber that birth control 
would biologically improve the human race.26 As with so many other 
sexual reformers, Furth made eugenics the arbiter of all sexual morality, 
stating, "Healthy procreation will have to be the sanctuary and the 
measuring-rod of the future sexual order.,,27 This was not merely a German 
phenomenon, for feminist birth control advocates in other lands, such as 
Margaret Sanger in the United States and Marie Stopes in Britain, 
held remarkably similar views. In 1919 Sanger even stated, "More chil
dren from the fit; less from the unfit-that is the chief issue of birth 
control."28 Feminist sexual reformers thus shared the goals of eugenicists, 
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only disagreeing with them about the best means to achieve biological 
improvement.29 

Not all eugenicists took as hard a line against neo-Malthusianism as 
Ploetz or Gruber. Grotjahn was much more sympathetic with feminism 
and criticized Gruber for his hard stance against birth control, but even he 
warned that using birth control without consideration for the biological 
value of the individual was an abuse.30 In a book aimed at fighting the 
threat of population decline, Grotjahn declared that he was no neo
Malthusian, even though he opposed government restrictions on birth con
trol. He ultimately agreed with Ploetz that an expanding population was 
necessary to ensure high biological quality, so he promoted high natality.31 

Forel was not as convinced as Ploetz or Grotjahn that population expan
sion was necessary. He believed eugenicists should concentrate more on 
quality than quantity. However, he did not agree with neo-Malthusianism, 
either, for indiscriminate use of birth control did not give proper consider
ation to biological quality. Forel did not oppose artificial birth control per se, 
however, for he believed that "one must consistently teach neo
Malthusianism to the sick, the disabled, the imbecile, the bad, [and] the 
inferior races."32 Fore!' like almost all eugenicists, favored birth control for 
certain people, that is, those defined as "inferior." Ribbert, though reject
ing limitations on family size through birth control, nevertheless stated that 
when considering the question of birth contro!' we must keep in mind "the 
comparative worthlessness of innumerable human beings," for whom birth 
control would be beneficiaP3 The conflict berween many leading eugeni
cists and the neo-Malthusian movement was not over whether birth con
trol was permissible, but rather it was over who should control it and on 
what basis. The radical feminists favored a more democratic control of 
reproduction, while most leading eugenicists wanted the state and/or the 
medical profession to play a decisive role. But all eugenics proponents 
agreed that humans differ in quality, that some are "inferior" and others 
"superior," and that decisions about sexual morality should subordinate 
individual interests to the interests of future generations or the species. 

All eugenicists, including the feminists, supported some kind of birth 
control for the congenitally disabled or, as they termed it, the "inferior 
people." How to restrict the reproduction of the "inferior" was a thorny 
question, however. A few eugenics advocates considered moral suasion suf
ficient; simply convince the "inferior" of their moral obligation not to pro
create and the problem would be solved. The sociologist Arthur Ruppin, a 
leading figure in the Zionist movement, argued strongly in his Krupp-Prize 
entry that those with mental and physical congenital illnesses should be 
hindered from reproducing. However, he opposed coercion by the state, 
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instead advocating the incorporation of marriage restrictions into moral 
codes. State-sponsored marriage restrictions would be ineffectual, anyway, 
Ruppin reasoned, since those affected could simply reproduce outside the 
bonds of marriage.34 Another intellectual who considered moral suasion 
the best path to success in eugenics was the leading socialist theoretician 
Karl Kautsky.35 

Most eugenicists, however, viewed education and persuasion as only one 
prong of a multifaceted approach to eugenics that included compulsory as 
well as voluntary measures. One suggestion popular among eugenicists was 
to incarcerate the disabled, especially the mentally ill, in asylums to prevent 
procreation. They wanted to transform or at least supplement the intent of 
incarceration, which was originally therapeutic andlor for the protection 
of the patient and society, into a means of keeping the mentally ill from 
procreating. The prominent psychiatrist Kraepelin expressed the common 
view among his colleagues when he asserted in 1899 that heredity was "per
haps the strongest cause of mental illness," and therefore the state should 
institutionalize the mentally ill to prevent them from reproducing.36 Kaup 
even suggested setting up work colonies for "inferior people," where men 
and women would be segregated to hinder them from having children.37 

Since most eugenicists viewed criminality-or at least the tendency to 

criminality-as a hereditary condition, many eugenicists also suggested 
permanent incarceration for habitual criminals. Ribbert, for example, 
thought habitual criminals should be treated just like the mentally ill, 
permanently locking them away in asylums.38 Luschan agreed, since "crime 
in the great majority of cases is a hereditary disease" and therefore "the 
Criminal [sic] should only be considered as a pure lunatic, who is not 
responsible for his ill doings." Not holding criminals responsible for their 
actions, however, did not imply that they would get off scot-free. In fact, 
the new eugenics conception of incarceration made their "punishment" 
even worse than under the old system. Luschan called for "the complete and 
permanent isolation of the criminal," rather than the current system of 
temporary incarceration and then release, which allowed criminals to have 
children in between stints in prison. Luschan expressed faith that vigorous 
eugenics measures would ultimately eradicate crime from society.39 

Apart from erecting work colonies-which sounds ominously similar 
to labor camps-care for the disabled in asylums was expensive, so some 
eugenicists sought ways to hinder reproduction without internment. One 
measure that became increasingly popular among psychiatrists and physi
cians was sterilization, which was illegal then, even on a voluntary basis. 
The psychiatrist Paul Nacke led the campaign for compulsory sterilization 
of habitual criminals, alcoholics, and those with mental illnesses, all of 
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whom he considered hereditarily degenerate. Sterilization, he argued, was 
more effective and cheaper than any other method of restricting reproduc
tion. Marriage restrictions could be circumvented by reproducing outside 
wedlock, and incarceration is expensive. Since no safe method of steriliza
tion for females yet existed, he thought sterilization should be restricted to 
males from ages 25 to 55.40 

Nacke's proposal for compulsory sterilization was extremely controver
sial at the time, but it quickly won many adherents in the eugenics move
ment. Riidin, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Munich and 
one of the leading figures in the early eugenics movement, became an early 
proponent of sterilization. In a 1903 speech on alcoholism, he suggested 
mandatory sterilization for all alcoholics desiring to marry. This would hin
der the propagation of alcoholism, which he, like most of his contemporary 
eugenicists, considered a genetic condition.41 An Austro-Hungarian diplo
mat to the United States, Geza von Hoffmann, reported favorably on 
sterilization laws in some states of the United States in his book on the 
American eugenics movement. He also advocated similar laws for Germany 
and Austria-Hungary to rid society of "bad heredity."42 Other leading 
eugenicists began supporting compulsory sterilization before World War 1, 
too, including Luschan, Max Hirsch, Ribbert, and Eugen Bleuler, Forel's 
successor as director of Burgholzli Clinic. 43 

Debates among eugenicists about marriage reform were just as 
contentious as the dispute over birth control. While some eugenicists 
wanted only modest changes to traditional conceptions of marriage and the 
family, others called for a complete revolution of these hallowed institu
tions. While some feminist advocates of eugenics favored complete sexual 
freedom, a few male eugenicists proposed replacing monogamy with 
polygamy. Most eugenicists, however, were more moderate in their propos
als for marriage reform. They all agreed, however, that neither religion nor 
tradition should decide the matter; rather eugenics considerations should 
be paramount in marriage reform. Just about all eugenicists would have 
heartily agreed with Stocker, when she stated, "One must take more seri
ously marriage in the interest of the race."44 Stocker, an advocate of free sex 
who never married nor had children (despite her rhetoric about mother
hood being the highest calling for women), was not thereby encouraging all 
to marry, but she was charging those who do marry to subordinate their 
own interests to those of the community. In the view of most eugenicists, 
marriage was thus not merely an individual matter, but a matter of grave 
importance for the biological vitality of one's nation or race. 

One of the more common complaints eugenicists raised about the 
institution of marriage was that the present system of choosing mates was 
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counterproductive biologically and contributed to degeneration. Many 
eugenicists pointed out that economic or social factors often influenced 
the choice of marriage partners more than biological considerations. 
This gave an unfair advantage to those of higher socioeconomic status, who 
mayor may not be biologically "superior." In order to ensure that the 
hereditarily "best" individuals married each other, they proposed freeing 
choices about marriage from any external pressures.45 However, eugenicists 
were somewhat ambivalent about how people should choose their mates. 
Often they intimated that once freed from external considerations, sexual 
selection would take care of the matter by itself, that is, the "superior" indi
viduals would surely "fall in love" with each other and pair off. Thus, they 
strongly supported the notion that marriages should be based on mutual 
attraction. However, eugenicists also counseled the use of reason in mate 
selection. One should carefully consider the health of the prospective mate 
and his or her family before deciding on marriage. 

The physician and sociologist F. Miiller-Lyer, a member of Haeckel's 
Monist League, made clear in his 1912 essay, "Marriage," that any reform 
of marriage must be based on eugenics considerations. His primary aim for 
the time being was to educate the public on the necessity of eugenics to pre
vent further biological degeneration. Some legislation might eventually be 
necessary, but only after the public had been won over to the cause. One of 
Miiller-Lyer's goals was to disseminate the idea that begetting a child with 
a sick constitution is a crime almost as heinous as murder!46 Perhaps this 
was a bit of hyperbole, but even so, it manifests a twisted view of the value 
of human life that was characteristic of eugenicists. 

One of the favorite suggestions of eugenicists for marriage reform was to 
require health examinations before marriage to ascertain the hereditary 
health of the prospective bride and groom. Members of the Society for Race 
Hygiene pledged to submit to a premarital health exam to determine their 
"fitness" for marriage. If they failed the exam, they were required to refrain 
from marriage and procreation.47 The Monist League, following Haeckel's 
lead in supporting eugenics, also endorsed the idea of premarital health 
certificates. They passed a resolution at their 1908 congress (and again in 
1912) to petition the government to require couples to undergo health 
exams before marrying and to exchange the health certificates with each 
other, so they could make an informed decision on marriage. Under this 
proposal, the state would not forbid marriage, but would leave the choice 
to the couple.48 At the instigation of the physician Max Marcuse, a leading 
figure in the movement for sexual reform, the League for the Protection of 
Mothers at its 1907 congress passed a similar resolution supporting 
government-mandated premarital health certificates. Like the Monist League, 
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it opposed any marriage prohibitions.49 More restrictive measures would 
have to wait for greater public acceptance of eugenics. 

Despite their efforts, eugenicists had little chance of legislating pre
marital health certificates at this time, so they had to devise other ways 
to convince the "inferior" not to marry. One method was to establish 
Marriage Counseling Centers to ptovide voluntary health examinations 
and information on heredity and eugenics to couples considering marriage. 
The local branches of the Monist League in Dresden and Konigsberg, with 
assistance from the League for the Protection of Mothers, privately founded 
such centers in their cities before 1914.50 Only in the 1920s, however, were 
eugenicists able to establish some government-funded Marriage Counseling 
Centers. All these centers were completely voluntary, but they disseminated 
eugenics advice and propaganda. The first one was established in Vienna in 
1922 under the impetus of the medical professor Julius Tandler, who placed 
the socialist physician Karl Kautsky, Jr., at the helm. Many German states 
and cities followed suit in the 1920s, and by 1930, the state of Prussia alone 
had established 200 Marriage Counseling Centers. 51 

Many eugenicists-including Forel, Ploetz, Schallmayer, and Ribbert
did not have faith that purely voluntary measures would hinder reproduc
tion enough among the "inferior elements" of the population, so they 
favored some kind of marriage prohibitions for the congenitally disabled. 
Eduard David unabashedly proposed that no one be allowed to marry 
without a physician's permission.52 Alfred Hegar, a professor of gynecology 
at the University of Freiburg and an honorary member of the Society for 
Race Hygiene, was hesitant to call for much state intervention, since it 
would interfere with individual liberty and would arouse opposition. He 
preferred voluntary rather than compulsory measures, hoping that educa
tion and persuasion would suffice to achieve eugenics goals. Nonetheless, 
he thought that in some cases of mental illness and "instinctive criminal
ity" the state should forbid marriage. Anyone who would favor a marriage 
between such "defective persons" is sinning against humanity, Hegar 
opined. 53 Some eugenicists, however, opposed marriage restrictions, not 
because they believed in individual liberty to marry, but because they feared 
it would backfire in practice. Merely forbidding "inferior" persons to 
marry would not necessarily stop them from procreating. "Inferior" males 
might even father more children out of wedlock than if they married. 54 

David overcame this objection by advocating birth control for those not 
permitted to marry. 

If marriage reforms to hinder "inferior" people from reproducing created 
minor disputes, even among eugenicists, proposals to replace monogamy 
with polygamy were even more controversial. The leading advocate of 
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polygamy was Ehrenfels, who based his marriage reforms squarely on his 
interpretation of Darwinism. Since he believed that the "less valuable" 
could at times triumph in the Darwinian struggle for existence, he feared 
the contemporary system of monogamy would lead to biological degener
ation. Monogamy allowed the "less valuable" to reproduce at the same 
rate-or even at higher rates, as many eugenicists feared was occurring in 
the early rwentieth century-as the "more valuable." "As long as the custom 
of monogamy reigns," stated Ehrenfels, "nothing of importance can be 
altered in the devaluing tendency of selection."55 

In his desire to sweep away monogamy, Ehrenfels found himself in 
agreement with some of the more radical sexual reformers of his day. 
Nordau, for example, forcefully argued against the conventional form of 
monogamous marriage in his book, The Conventional Lies of Civilization. 
Though Nordau's worldview centered on science, especially Darwinism, he 
did not use eugenics arguments to support polygamy. However, he did 
agree with Ehrenfels that human instincts-especially, but not exclusively 
in the male-were distinctly polygamous. Nordau argued that most organ
isms, including the higher mammals, only pair off for one breeding season 
or sometimes until offspring are born. He believed human instincts tended 
in the same direction, and thus marriage becomes an empty and burden
some institution after the honeymoon or perhaps the birth of the first 
child. Nordau thought almost all European males were polygamous in their 
sexual activity, anyway, despite moral prohibitions. Nordau proposed loos
ening the marriage bond to bring it into greater harmony with nature. He 
unabashedly argued that people should start acting more like animals in 
their sex life. 56 

Unlike Nordau and many other sexual reformers, however, Ehrenfels 
staunchly opposed replacing monogamy with greater sexual license. 
He considered this worse than the "decrepit" monogamous morality 
he opposed. Rather he called for a form of polygamy, in which the "more 
valuable" males could have multiple wives. He considered polygamy a more 
"natural" form of marriage than monogamy, since males can naturally 
reproduce more than females, and he thought that healthy male biological 
instincts demand more sex than females. Polygamy would thus allow 
males-but only those having "superior" biological traits-to pursue their 
natural instincts, which have adaptive value in the Darwinian struggle for 
existence. 57 For Ehrenfels polygamy was the panacea for biological degen
eration, without which regeneration and ultimate victory over other races 
in the struggle for existence would be impossible. 

The only other eugenicist who made polygamy the centerpiece of his 
eugenics reforms was the racial theorist Hentschel, whose marriage reforms 
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were even more radical than those of Ehrenfels. Even Ehrenfels protested 
that Hentschel was breaking too sharply with tradition, but Hentschel 
dismissed all appeals to history and tradition with the remark, "We are 
history."58 He hoped to establish utopian communities for the express pur
pose of breeding better people. He called his model community Mittgart, 
where the "best" racial elements could gather to practice ''Aryan'' eugenics. 
Candidates wanting membership in the Mittgart community would, of 
course, be carefully screened for biological quality. For Hentschel this 
included ''Aryan'' racial characteristics, for he included skin and eye color as 
factors to consider in judging one's biological "fitness" to join Mittgart. 
This selection process was crucial to ensure that progeny in Mittgart would 
be robust. 59 

The centerpiece of Hentschel's eugenics proposals was the Mittgart mar
riage, which had the same goal as Ehrenfels' polygamy: to maximize the 
reproductive potential of the "best" males. The Mittgart marriage was an 
exclusive relationship between one man and one woman, aimed solely at 
producing a healthy, vigorous child. The married couple did not live 
together, however, since all males, including married ones, lived in com
munal housing. Unlike traditional monogamy, the Mittgart marriage was 
temporary. It only lasted until the male impregnated his partner, after 
which the marriage would be dissolved and the male would remarry. The 
marriage would also be terminated if the woman did not become pregnant 
within a reasonable amount of time. If it turned out that a member was 
infertile, he or she would be banished from the community. Hentschel esti
mated that this system would require ten times as many women as men.60 

Though he claimed to have some fervent supporters, including a man ready 
to finance the project, his proposals found little resonance in Germany. 
Hentschel's five daughters were absolutely horrified by their father's ideas.61 

Even his close friend, Theodor Fritsch, from whom Hentschel had 
imbibed the idea of establishing utopian communities, rejected his idea of 
the Mittgart marriage. Fritsch agreed with Hentschel that the present form 
of marriage was to blame for the ever-increasing problem of biological 
degeneration, since "the destiny of a person is decided in the hour of his 
conception." Monogamy, however, was not at fault. The problem, rather, 
was that too many people were choosing their mates for the wrong reasons
such as money or social standing-thus nullifying the allegedly beneficial 
effects of sexual selection. How could this problem be corrected? Fritsch 
considered monogamy ultimately the best form of marriage, but only if 
"full-valued" people can marry, and he did not think there were enough of 
them around. Therefore, he reasoned, since "the mass of half- and quarter
people running around is not fit for a regular marriage," polygamy may be 
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necessary for a time to offset this imbalance. Fritsch then asked, Is this 
moral? Of course it is, he claimed, for "morality arises from the law of 
preservation of the species, of the race. Whatever ensures the future of the 
species, whatever is appropriate to elevate the race to a ever higher stage of 
physical and mental perfection, that is moral." For Fritsch, then, sexual 
morality and the institution of marriage were subordinate to the higher 
goal of evolutionary progress. Further, by calling some people only "half" 
or "quarter" people, Fritsch showed complete contempt for the value of 
human individuals.62 

In eugenics circles Hentschel's marriage reforms found no support at all, 
but a few eugenicists were sympathetic with Ehrenfels' call for polygamy. 
None, however, pinned their hopes on it the way Ehrenfels did. 
Schallmayer was the most influential eugenicist approving of polygamy, but 
for him other reforms were more important. Nonetheless, in his 1903 book 
he mentioned that polygamy might be eugenically beneficial if restricted to 
"more valuable" men. 63 Whether Schallmayer already knew about 
Ehrenfels' proposals when he wrote this is unclear, since most of Ehrenfels' 
articles on polygamy appeared after Schallmayer's book was written. Later 
Schallmayer discussed polygamy in greater depth. Like Ehrenfels, he 
believed that the male sex drive is polygynous, and he concluded from this 
that polygamy probably is biologically advantageous. But he had to explain 
the anomaly that monogamy had triumphed in many societies, including the 
most advanced in the world (for him this meant Europe, of course). He sur
mised that it was not really monogamy that triumphed over polygamy, but 
rather it was democracy overcoming aristocracy. It may seem strange from 
a historical perspective (of course, Schallmayer was no historian), but he 
thought monogamy accompanied democracy, while aristocracy tended 
more to polygamy. Schallmayer believed that "in relation to the quality of 
a people's reproduction polygyny has without a doubt powerful advantages 
over monogamy," as long as only males with superior characteristics are 
allowed to practice polygyny. Schallmayer thus agreed with Ehrenfels that 
polygamy-if based on eugenics considerations-is a desirable reform, 
even though he did not seem particularly optimistic that his society would 
adopt it any time soon.64 

Other eugenicists were less enamored of polygamy, though some admit
ted that in some circumstances it might be beneficial. Fore!, as we have 
seen, opposed polygamy in most cases, but he did not reject it outright, 
since he thought it might be beneficial sometimes. In his 1912 doctoral dis
sertation, Lenz gave his stamp of approval to polygamy as a beneficial 
eugenics measure, but unlike Ehrenfels, he recognized that it did not stand 
any chance of implementation in the near future, so he concentrated on 
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other measures instead.65 Miiller-Lyer admitted that Ehrenfels' proposals 
were, from a eugenics standpoint, eminently logical, but still he dismissed 
polygamy as too utopian.66 

Though some eugenicists rejected polygamy as impractical or too radi
cal, others considered it eugenically misguided. Gruber upheld traditional 
monogamy and vehemently opposed sexual reformers like Stocker and 
polygamy advocates like Ehrenfels. He claimed that a nation's biological 
health could be promoted best by strengthening marriage and the family. 
For this reason, he proposed various reforms to encourage healthy married 
couples to have more children. One of Gruber's proposals that would later 
be implemented by the Nazi regime was to honor married mothers who 
bear many children with some sort of honorary title or award.67 Ploetz 
agreed with Gruber that eugenics would be best served by promoting 
monogamy. Even though he published some of Ehrenfels' articles and car
ried on a friendly correspondence with him, Ploetz kept his distance from 
Ehrenfels and did not allow him to join the Society for Race Hygiene.68 

Ploetz's views on marriage were not completely traditional, however, in 
that he favored easier divorce, especially for eugenics reasons. He divorced 
his first wife, because he thought she was trying to avoid having children. 
He also wrote to his friend Gerhart Hauptmann that modern people 
should not be bound to spouses against their will.69 However, whatever his 
personal views on divorce were, as far as I know Ploetz never publicly 
encouraged divorce. On the other hand, some eugenicists did publicly call 
for easier divorce in cases where a marriage was eugenically unsound. 
Luschan proposed that wives of alcoholics should be allowed to divorce, 
since-like most eugenicists-he believed alcoholism was a hereditary 
condition?O Hirsch too advocated divorce as a eugenics measure?l 

As we have seen, eugenicists represented widely divergent viewpoints on 
marriage and sexuality. However, perhaps more interesting than their 
differences were their commonalities. They all judged sexual morality by 
its effects on the hereditary health of future generations. This set them 
in opposition to traditional Judeo-Christian sexual morality and opened 
the door for radical sexual reforms. Even the eugenicists who remained 
committed to monogamy generally exalted eugenics considerations above 
traditional sexual mores. In their view, sexual morality-like all morality
was only valid inasmuch as it was useful to advance the evolutionary 
process. No matter how much Judeo-Christian baggage some of them still 
carried about, they had effectively replaced God with evolution as the 
source and arbiter of sexual morality. 



8. Killing the "Unfit" ~ 

I n their zeal to rid the world of "unfit" or "inferior people," some 
eugenicists were not content with half measures. Darwinism pro
claimed the ultimate doom of the "unfit" anyway, who would inevitably 

perish in the struggle for existence. Some thought natural selection could 
be helped along, not only through sexual or marriage reforms, but also by 
killing those deemed "inferior," "unfit," "worthless," or "of negative value." 
Since many Darwinists and most early eugenicists were critical of the 
Christian virtues of compassion and pity for the weak and sick, they led the 
attack on Judeo-Christian prohibitions against killing innocent human life. 

Before the advent of Darwinism in the mid-nineteenth century, there 
was no significant debate in Europe over the sanctity of human life, which 
was entrenched in European thought and law (though, as with all ethical 
principles, not always followed in practice). Judeo-Christian ethics 
proscribed the killing of innocent human life, and the Christian churches 
explicitly forbade murder, infanticide, abortion, and even suicide.! The 
sanctity of human life became enshrined in classical liberal human rights 
ideology as "the right to life," which according to John Locke, was one of 
the supreme rights of every individual. Until the second half of the nine
teenth century, and to a large extent even on into the twentieth century, 
both the Christian churches and most anticlerical European liberals upheld 
the sanctity of human life. A rather uncontroversial part of the law code for 
the newly united Germany in 1871 was the prohibition against assisted 
suicide. Only in the late nineteenth and especially the early twentieth 
century did significant debate erupt over issues relating to the sanctity of 
human life, especially infanticide, euthanasia, abortion, and suicide. 

Darwinism played an important role in the debate over the sanctity of 
human life, for it altered many people's conceptions about the value of 
human life, as well as the significance of death. Many Darwinists claimed 
that they were creating a whole new worldview with new ideas about the 
meaning and value of life based on Darwinian theory.2 Darwinian monists 
and materialists initiated public debate and led the movements for 
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abortion, infanticide, assisted suicide, and even involuntary euthanasia. 
Many of them also considered suicide a private matter beyond the scope of 
morality, and many favored capital punishment to rid society of "hereditary 
criminality. " 

The two leading experts on German euthanasia debates before World 
War I, Hans-Walther Schmuhl and Michael Schwartz, both recognized the 
Darwinian influence on euthanasia discourse. Schmuhl argued that eugen
ics constituted an attempt to promote a new ethics based on Darwinian 
science. He then perceptively explained, "By giving up the conception of 
the divine image of humans under the influence of the Darwinian theory, 
human life became a piece of property, which-in contrast to the idea of a 
natural right to life-could be weighed against other pieces of property."3 
Schwartz also mentioned the drive for a new Darwinized ethics as a signif
icant factor in early euthanasia ideology.4 Another leading scholar of the 
German euthanasia movement, Udo Benzenhofer, devoted an entire 
chapter in his book on euthanasia to discussing the impact of social 
Darwinism and eugenics on the budding euthanasia movement in the late 
nineteenth century.5 Recent scholarship on the history of the American and 
British euthanasia movements also emphasizes the pivotal role Darwinism 
played in devaluing human life and giving birth to the euthanasia 
movement.6 

The earliest significant German advocate for killing the "unfit" was 
Haeckel, whose views on killing the weak and sick were, in his estimation, 
the logical consequence of his Darwinian monistic worldview. Already in 
the second edition of his work, The Natural History of Creation (1870), he 
lamented some of the dysgenic effects of modern civilization and expressed 
support for eugenics. In this context, he favorably mentioned the ancient 
Spartan practice of killing weak and sickly infants, implying that he 
advocated this practice. He wrote, 

If someone would dare to make the suggestion, according to the example of 
the Spartans and Redskins, to kill immediately after birth the miserable and 
infirm children, to whom can be prophesied with assurance a sickly life, 
instead of preserving them to their own harm and the detriment of the whole 
community, our whole so-called "humane civilization" would erupt in a cry 
of indignation? 

Was Haeckel espousing infanticide in this passage? Surely he was, even 
though his advocacy was thinly veiled. Haeckel evidently thought he was, 
in any case, since in 1904 and again in 1917, he confessed that he had 
indeed supported infanticide in his earlier book. 8 
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In his later books Haeckel argued more explicitly in favor of infanticide 
for the congenitally disabled, which would, in his view, benefit both the 
individual being killed, as well as society in general. In legitimating his 
position, he used evolutionary scientific arguments. One of Haeckel's own 
contributions to evolutionary theory was the dubious claim that ontogeny 
(embryological development) recapitulates phylogeny (evolutionary ances
try). This means that as each individual organism develops from a single 
cell (such as a fertilized egg) to adulthood, it allegedly traverses the evolu
tionary stages of its ancestors. Based on this view, Haeckel argued that new
born infants were still in an evolutionary stage equivalent to our animal 
ancestors. The newborn child, he stated, "not only possesses no conscious
ness and no reason, but is also dumb and only gradually develops the 
activity of the senses and of the mind."9 Newborn infants thus have no 
soul, so killing them is no different than killing other animals and cannot 
be equated with murder. 

With respect to a physically or mentally handicapped infant, he wrote, 
"a small dose of morphine or cyanide would not only free this pitiable crea
ture itself, but also its relatives from the burden of a long, worthless and 
painful existence. "10 The only reason we do not kill "defective" children at 
birth, according to Haeckel, is because we are following emotion rather 
than reason. "However, emotion," he emphasized, "should never abolish the 
grounds of pure reason in such important ethical questions."11 In matters 
oflife and death, then, Haeckel wanted reason to trump emotions, so sym
pathy and pity would have to take a backseat to cold, scientific calculation. 
In that impersonal equation, the value of human life varied according to 
the health and vitality of the individual. 

Since Haeckel legitimated infanticide, it should come as no surprise 
that he used similar reasoning to justifY abortion. However, his justification 
for abortion was quite different from the arguments of abortion rights 
advocates a century later. Haeckel considered it a scientific fact that human 
life begins at conception. So seriously did he hold this conviction that in 
1917 he celebrated his eighty-fourth birthday with his family nine months 
ahead of time, explaining to his former student, Richard Semon, that every
one is really nine months older than his official birthday.12 However, since 
he believed that the human embryo recapitulates earlier stages of evolu
tionary development, it does not have the full value of adult humans. It is 
still on the level of other animals from which humans descended. He stated 
"that the developing embryo, just as the newborn child, is completely 
devoid of consciousness, is a pure 'reflex machine,' just like a lower 
vertebrate."13 Abortion, in Haeckel's view, is thus no different from killing 
an animal. 
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Haeckel vigorously opposed the idea that humans have a soul or 
immortality, so for him suicide was also not immoral. He considered it per
fectly reasonable for one to end his or her life, if it has become miserable or 
unbearable. For him this was not just a theoretical question, but had prac
tical implications. On all his sea voyages, he carried a dose of cyanide in his 
pocket in case of shipwreck, for he would rather kill himself than wage a 
protracted struggle with death in the waves. 14 He objected to the German 
term for suicide-Selbstmord {self-murder)-for, he argued, suicide is not 
murder at all, but rather "self-redemption." Murder, Haeckel explained, is 
only the killing of human life against its will. This definition of murder 
excluded assisted suicide, too, which Haeckel likewise found unobjection
able. We should commiserate with people in distress, just as we do with 
animals, whom we rightly put out of their misery, he claimed. Indeed 
Haeckel believed we have a moral obligation to help people find "self
redemption," if that is what they desire. He stated, "Likewise we have the 
right-or if one prefers-the duty, to end the deep suffering of our fellow 
humans, if strong illness without hope of recovery makes their existence 
unbearable and if they themselves ask us for 'redemption from evil.' "15 

Not only did Haeckel justify infanticide, abortion, and assisted suicide 
or voluntary euthanasia, but he also supported the involuntary killing of 
the mentally ill. He condemned the idea that all human life should be 
preserved, "even when it is totally worthless." He called cretinism and 
microcephaly "decisive proof" for the physical basis of the soul, since those 
suffering from these conditions "spend their entire life at a lower animal 
stage of development in their soul's activity." He complained that not only 
are many mentally ill people burdens to society, but so are lepers, cancer 
patients, and others with incurable illnesses. Why not just spare ourselves 
much pain and money, he asked, by just giving them a shot of morphine? 
To safeguard against abuse, Haeckel proposed that a commission of physi
cians make the final decision in each case, but the individual being 
reviewed would have no voice. 1G The leading Darwinist in Germany thus 
gave his scientific imprimatur to murdering the disabled, both in infancy 
and in adulthood. 

That many Darwinists and eugenicists balked at following Haeckel's 
lead on suicide, abortion, infanticide, and euthanasia is not at all surpris
ing. Prohibitions against killing innocent human life were not so easily cast 
off, even by those Darwinists devaluing human life. Even though they 
might reject Christianity and its call for compassion for the weak, and even 
though they might consider the disabled "inferior" and "worthless," still 
they were often loathe to suggest that we should kill some fellow human 
beings. Many, in fact, insisted that we should continue caring for the weak 
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and sick, while taking measures to hinder their reproduction. Ribbert, for 
instance, despite his harsh rhetoric about the "inferior" and those "of 
negative value" being so burdensome, nonetheless admitted that society 
should continue supporting them. "Doubtless we cannot fail to know that 
it would be better if they did not exist," he wrote, "but once they do exist 
we must assume responsibility for them."ll Grotjahn defined one-third of 
the population as inferior, but he not only opposed euthanasia and infan
ticide, but all killing, including war and capital punishment. 18 

But even though not all Darwinists and eugenicists went along with 
Haeckel's program of "rational" extermination of the disabled, it is striking 
that the vast majority of those who did press for abortion, infanticide, and 
euthanasia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were fervent 
proponents of a naturalistic Darwinian worldview. Some did not overtly 
link their views on killing the feeble to Darwinism, though many did. Even 
those not directly appealing to Darwinism were usually building their views 
on eugenics, which was founded on Darwinian principles. 

Legitimizing suicide was the least controversial part of Haeckel's devalu
ing of human life. Just as with Haeckel, defending suicide was not merely 
theoretical for Ludwig Gumplowicz, an Austrian sociologist famous for his 
theory of racial struggle. Gumplowicz appealed to Darwinism as the basis 
for his sociology and indeed his entire worldview. In Social Philosophy in 
Outline (1910) he built upon these Darwinian foundations to argue for the 
propriety of suicide: 

To comply with the obvious will of nature is the highest morality: With a 
perceptible voice nature calls back into its bosom those who are sick and 
weary of life. To follow this call and to make space for healthy people filled 
with zeal for life is certainly no evil deed, but rather a good deed, for there 
are not too few people on the earth-rather too many.19 

Central to Gumplowids justification of suicide was the Darwinian stress 
on overpopulation together with the notion that the sick should make way 
for the healthy. When Gumplowicz wrote this, he was nearing the end of 
his life, for he was diagnosed with cancer. Before these words were 
published, Gumplowicz and his blind wife had ended their lives together 
with cyanide.20 

Other prominent Darwinian thinkers agreed with Haeckel's and 
Gumplowicz's view on suicide. Carneri thought that the right to suicide 
was self-evident, despite the fact that Judeo-Christian ethics-and 
European culture based on it-condemned it as immoral. "The right for a 
person to kill oneself," he wrote, "cannot be disputed. It is his life that he 
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forfeits."21 Schallmayer thought suicide served a beneficial purpose, since 
those who commit suicide are usually below average in mental ability.22 
Thus, suicide was good for eugenics selection. Ehrenfels agreed with this 
premise. Though he rejected infanticide and involuntary euthanasia as 
illegitimate, he believed that suicide should be made easier to allow the 
incurably sick and miserable to end their own lives.23 Hentig believed that 
suicide is often linked to criminality, so he discussed at great length the 
significance of suicide for eugenics.24 

By World War I, many German psychiatrists interpreted suicide as a 
biological rather than a sociological phenomenon. Instead of focusing on 
the social or economic causes of suicide, they blamed the "inferior" biolog
ical constitution of the victim. They did not necessarily claim the suicidal 
person's biological condition predisposed them to suicide in particular, but 
their "inferior" traits allegedly made them less able to cope with hardship. 
Despite the fact that they could demonstrate mental illness only in a minor
ity of cases of suicide, still many insisted that the suicidal individual was 
"inferior." With many able-bodied young men dying in World War I, many 
Germans became less sympathetic with keeping alive those deemed inferior 
or "life unworthy of life." By the end of World War I, the attitude of many 
Germans about suicide had changed. Instead of striving to preserve the life 
of suicide victims, some now saw their demise as a "good riddance."25 

If suicide is acceptable, then what about assisted suicide or voluntary 
euthanasia? Before the twentieth century, the word euthanasia (meaning 
"good death" in Greek; the German term is Euthanasie) referred only to 
measures that make death less painful and miserable, but not measures 
taken to shorten the patient's life. Only in the early twentieth century 
did the term take on its present meaning of purposeful intervention to 

hasten the death of sick people. Euthanasia can be either voluntary or 
involuntary, and voluntary euthanasia can be administered by the patient 
(then it is often called assisted suicide) or by a physician. 

The first significant published debate in Germany over voluntary 
euthanasia occurred in the journal of the Monist League. Roland Gerkan, in 
the last throes of a terminal illness, wrote an article requesting that the Monist 
League support a euthanasia bill he had drafted, since the organization was 
destroying belief in an afterlife that would provide meaning for suffering. 
Gerkan's proposal supported only voluntary euthanasia after the petition of 
an individual to the proper legal authorities, and only after a panel of three 
physicians verified that the patient's illness was incurable. Gerkan's proposal 
included not only those with terminal illnesses, but also those with chronic 
diseases and the crippled, as eligible for voluntaty euthanasia. However, his 
proposal specifically forbade involuntary euthanasia.26 
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Gerkan's article prompted responses by fellow Monists. Wilhelm 
Ostwald, a Nobel Prize-winning chemist whom Haeckel recruited as pres
ident of the Monist League and editor of its journal, vigorously defended 
Gerkan's proposal.27 Eugen Wolfsdorf likewise supported euthanasia, 
which he considered a logical consequence of Ostwald's ethical postulate, 
the energetic imperative, which stated, "Waste no energy, but utilize it!" 
Caring for suffering family members is economically damaging and a waste 
of energy, in Wolfsdorf's view. Thus, he believed that Ostwald's energetic 
imperative superceded the principle, "God has given life, God must take it 
back."28 Two other physicians in the Monist League, A. Braune and 
Friedrich Siebert, expressed their support for euthanasia, too.29 The only 
Monist to publish a rebuttal to Gerkan's views was Wilhelm Borner, but 
even Borner was not arguing for the sanctity of human life. Borner merely 
argued that defining who should be eligible for euthanasia was too slippery, 
so his objection focused on the practical implementation of euthanasia, not 
on the worth or dignity of human life. 30 No Monist argued in this debate 
that the life of a suffering individual had intrinsic value. 

Since voluntary euthanasia is generally less radical a position than 
involuntary euthanasia, one might think that support for voluntary 
euthanasia would precede advocacy for involuntary euthanasia. However, 
in Germany, this was not generally the case, largely because early discus
sions of euthanasia were intertwined with eugenics considerations. 
Voluntary euthanasia normally pertains to adults at the end of their life. 
However, eugenicists were concerned mostly about limiting reproduction, 
so those eugenicists who discussed killing "inferior" individuals generally 
wanted to do so as early in life as possible. Furthermore, since many of 
those defined as "inferior" were mentally ill, they could hardly give volun
tary consent. Thus, eugenicists often showed little concern for voluntary 
euthanasia, while sometimes pressing for infanticide and involuntary 
euthanasia. 

Mter Haeckel, one of the earliest Darwinian thinkers in Germany to 
discuss these matters was his friend Hellwald, who in 1875 discussed the 
Spartan practice of infanticide in his History of Culture. Hellwald carefully 
avoided explicitly endorsing infanticide, but he presented it in a generally 
favorable light, dwelling more on its beneficial effects in improving the race 
than on any objections to it.31 Hellwald had already rejected any moral 
considerations from interfering with the right of the stronger in the 
Darwinian struggle for existence, so killing the disabled seems consistent 
with his amoral stance. 

The biologist Dodel also did not explicitly endorse infanticide, but he 
concurred with Haeckel's views about the status of the infant's life. 
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He believed that the fetus and even the newborn infant is not fully human, 
since it is still repeating the developmental stages of its evolutionary ances
tors. Furthermore, Dodel asserted, some babies never develop fully into 
humans. Though Dodel did not suggest killing them, he clearly stripped 
the mentally disabled of their status-and presumably their rights-as 
humans, which would place them in a precarious legal situation.32 

Only after the triumph of Darwinism and along with the rise of the 
eugenics movement in the early twentieth century did German thinkers 
begin publicly espousing infanticide for disabled infants. In 1895, in the 
only major book Ploetz wrote, he broached the subject of infanticide in a 
rather oblique way. In the middle of the book, he described a eugenics 
utopia. In their zeal to rationally control reproduction, this society would 
not only kill all weak or deformed children immediately after birth, but 
they would also kill all twins, all children born after the sixth child, and 
all children born to a mother over 45 or a father over 50, because they 
(i.e., Ploetz) believed these were likely to be physically and mentally 
inferior.33 Was Ploetz thereby advocating infanticide? Possibly, but proba
bly not. For one thing, Ploetz painted a picture of his utopia that seems 
remarkably shocking and extremely inflammatory. For example, I doubt 
that he expected anyone to understand the killing of all twins as a serious 
proposal that he favored. 

Furthermore, Ploetz never again defended infanticide, as far as I know, 
and he took a more ambiguous position on killing the sick in an essay he 
published the same year his book appeared. In his article in a philosophical 
journal, he first stated that 

in relation to the persistently weak [as opposed to those temporarily weak], 
i.e., the elderly, the incurable, and those who are otherwise defective, a society 
will be preserved all the better, the more these are disposed of For their preser
vation requires sacrifice on the part of the strong and thereby reduces the 
ability of the whole to preserve itself ... Any faulty and defective individuals 
still produced [later] can only be disposed of by annihilation or expulsion.34 

After making this provocative claim, Ploetz then argued that, despite the 
advantages, killing the weak ultimately would not be beneficial, because it 
would wreak havoc with our social instincts, which are essential for the 
healthy functioning of society. Ploetz did not think a society could have 
the necessary altruism to maintain itself, while at the same time killing the 
elderly and sick. 

By making the killing of the disabled seem so rational, but then appeal
ing to the social instincts to salvage prohibitions against murder, Ploetz 
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took a rather perilous step. What if some-like Haeckel-argued that 
dispassionate reason should overrule our social instincts in this matter? Or 
what if some thought-as some eugenicists did-that our social instincts 
did not extend to the weak and sick? Ploetz's opposition to killing the weak 
and the sick has a certain logic to it, but in his explanation he showed 
absolutely no concern for individual lives. Neither the value nor the welfare 
of individuals enters his reasoning at all. 

Even more provocative, though less influential, than Ploetz's book was 
another book published the same year, The Right to Death (1895) by Adolf 
Jost. I hesitated to include Jost in this study, since he did not appeal to 
Darwinism or eugenics directly. However, he admitted that his "natural 
world view" was in direct opposition to religion, and he also made clear 
that his view of the value of human life was shaped by his rejection of the 
supernatural. It is unclear to what extent Darwinism figured into Jost's 
"natural world view," but his view of human life was clearly naturalistic, 
just as the Darwinists we are examining in this study. In any case, Jost was 
the first to publish an entire book in German defending euthanasia. Jost's 
book was a plea not only for voluntary euthanasia, as one might expect 
from the title, but also for killing the mentally disabled. He insisted "that 
there really are cases, in which, mathematically considered, the value of a 
human life is negative." His entire book is an exercise in cool rationality to 
overcome objections to killing these "negative values."35 

Jost's ideas appealed to the female socialist physician Oda Olberg, 
a staunch advocate of eugenics. In an article in a popular freethinkers' 
journal she agreed with Jost that individuals should have a "right to death," 
since this would spare them and society much suffering. Apparently she 
also approved of involuntary euthanasia, for "'the right to death' that 
I advocate appears to me identical with the right of the individual to escape 
from useless suffering, and the right of society to expel physical or moral 
sources of infection or to hinder their development." Depicting some indi
viduals as infectious diseases dangerous to society makes killing them seem 
necessary and even righteous. Killing becomes an act of self-defense rather 
than cold-blooded murder. In addition to advocating euthanasia-both 
voluntary and involuntary-Olberg used Jost's ideas as a springboard for 
promoting the right for women to get abortions.36 

Though not as forthright as Jost, Forel-whose worldview clearly was built 
on Darwinism-largely agreed with him, approving of infanticide and 
euthanasia. Like most eugenicists, he continually warned against the repro
duction of the "inferior." In his book, The Sexual Question (1905), in which 
he tho toughly discussed the role of Darwinism for sexuality, he implied that 
he supported infanticide for the mentally handicapped, whom he called 
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"little apes."37 He opened a 1908 published lecture on "Life and Death" with 
the question, "Is life worth living?" Not always, he replied, since those who are 
mentally abnormal or hereditary criminals, whose existence is "a plague for 
society," may not consider their lives worth living. Though he refrained from 
overtly passing judgment on them, Forel implied that he did not consider their 
lives worth living.38 Two years later he made explicit, what was often implied 
in many of his earlier works on eugenics, the advocacy of killing the physically 
and mentally handicapped. He asked, "Is it really a duty of conscience to help 
with the birth and even the conception of every cripple, who descends from 
thoroughly degenerate parents? Is it really a duty to keep alive every idiot (even 
every blind idiot), every most wretched cripple with three-fourths of the brain 
damaged?" He answered with a resounding, No! The irrational idea of keep
ing such people alive derives from outmoded otherworldly ethics, according to 
ForeP9 Apparently, by sweeping aside otherworldly (i.e., Christian) ethics, 
Darwinism opened the door for this-worldly killing. 

A few other eugenicists also broached the subject of infanticide. 
Schallmayer did not explicitly advocate infanticide, but in his Krupp 
Prize-winning book he insisted that Europeans' criticism of Chinese infan
ticide was misguided. He asked for a rational, scientific investigation of 
Chinese infanticide to determine if it is any worse than European institu
tions, which contribute to high infant mortality. Since he was a critic of the 
capitalist economy, Schallmayer blamed it for the poverty and ill health of 
European children. Even though he had no data to compare infant mortal
ity in the two societies, he surmised that the infant mortality in Europe was 
probably no more "moral" than infanticide in China.40 Schallmayer thus 
stopped short of advocating infanticide, but he clearly did not think it was 
morally reprehensible, either. 

In another article, Schallmayer explicitly criticized the Spartan form of 
infanticide, which Haeckel had extolled. However, he opposed it not 
because he saw it as murder and thus morally objectionable. Rather, he con
sidered it eugenically ineffective, since the Spartans based decisions about 
killing infants on the physical appearance at infancy. Schallmayer believed 
that the appearance of the newborn was not a good measure of its "eugeni
cal value." In order to make proper judgments in such matters, one would 
have to examine the hereditary traits of the baby's ancestors. He admitted 
that in cases of deformed infants, the matter was different, but even in this 
case, infanticide is not really necessary, and since it is so rare, most never reach 
maturity, and thus do not reproduce. Even in this passage, Schallmayer's 
opposition to infanticide is conditional, and he refrains from condemning 
it outright. He left open the possibility that under some circumstances-if 
it would be beneficial eugenically-it would be acceptable.41 
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Another eugemclst approving infanticide was the physician Agnes 
Bluhm, the leading woman in the German eugenics movement. At her 
speech to the First International Eugenics Congress she encouraged obste
tricians to rethink their life-saving procedures in births involving "imbe
ciles," who represent, she averred, a "loss to the nation." Traditional 
medical ethics stressed saving all lives, regardless of the future health prob
lems of the individual. In the case of the severely disabled, however, Bluhm 
hoped to transform medical ethics. In her view, an obstetrician "must no 
longer blindly seek to produce for the mother a living child, but must ask 
himself, in individual cases, whether he can take the responsibility as 
regards the [human] race."42 She thus considered the killing of some infants 
a beneficent deed and hoped that physicians would stop trying to save the 
lives of handicapped infants. 

In a 1911 article Hegar indicated his support for killing the mentally 
disabled, too. Before introducing this topic, though, he first discussed cap
ital punishment for criminals. He criticized the present penal system that 
allows criminals to reproduce, passing on their "ethical inferiority" to future 
generations. "One cannot avoid the thought," he asserted, "that it might be 
better to quickly dispose of useless, corrupt and dangerous individuals, 
instead of supporting them till death in jail." Once he had (hopefully) 
gained the ear of the reader on this point, he moved on to the mentally ill. 
He declared that no really significant differences exist between the mentally 
disabled and criminals; both are dangerous and burdensome. One is men
tally "inferior," the other morally "inferior." Why not kill people in both 
categories? Recognizing, however, that most people would oppose killing 
the mentally disabled, he hoped that his society would at least prohibit 
their marriages to help rid the world of these "inferior" people.43 

Euthanasia became a hot topic of discussion in the 1920s in response to the 
ptovocative book, Permitting the Destruction of Lifo Unworthy of Lifo (1920), 
coauthored by the legal scholar Karl Binding and Alfred Hoche. Hoche was 
professor of psychiatry at the University of Freiburg, and he reflected the 
Datwinian devaluing of human life that we have already examined. In an 
autobiographical work, he set forth his view of life, explaining that to nature, 

the continued existence of the species is everything, the individual is 
nothing; she [nature] carries on an immense waste of seeds, but the individ
ual, after she has given it-the mature one-opportunity to pass on its seed 
to the future, she heedlessly lets die; it is for her purposes without value.44 

His view of the purposelessness of individual life was reflected in his 
controversial statement that "the dentist is worse than the guillotine." 
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Hoche naively called this statement scientifically unassailable, since the 
latter is painless.45 Like many of his contemporaries who built their 
worldview on science, he failed to recognize that underlying his scientific 
worldview were philosophical presuppositions that were not derived from 
empirical science and about which science could not arbitrate. 

Hoche's equanimity about death brought him face to face with ethical 
dilemmas. As a young physician in Heidelberg one of his patients was a 
nine-year old girl, who was dying of an unknown disease. In order to study 
the disease Hoche and his colleagues wanted to keep the child at the hos
pital, while the father demanded that they allow him to take her home to 
die. Hoche filled a syringe with morphine, struggling to decide whether he 
should kill the child before the father took her away, so they could perform 
an autopsy. He finally resolved not to kill her, because in weighing the 
interests, he did not think scientific curiosity was a strong enough justifi
cation for killing (and perhaps because he feared legal consequences, 
though he did not mention this as a consideration). Nonetheless, in relat
ing this story in his memoirs Hoche argued that "there are circumstances, 
in which killing by a physician is no crime." One example where such 
killing would be permissible would be "if through the shortening of this 
one lost life immediate insights could be gained, which would save other 
better lives."46 Hoche thus weighed the interests of the species against the 
welfare of the individual, and the former trumped the latter, even to 
the point of death. 

In the book he coauthored with Binding, Hoche lamented that present 
moral codes prohibited the killing of those who are "completely worthless." 
He called for a revision of moral codes, which, under the influence of 
humanitarianism, overvalued human life. He continually stripped the 
mentally disabled of their dignity by referring to them as "mentally dead." 
Medical ethics, he asserted, change over time, so when society decides to 
permit the killing of incurable patients or the mentally ill, medical ethics 
cannot oppose it.47 Psychiatry, which had originated to help the mentally 
disabled, was now being called on to help in their destruction. Hoche's 
views were more radical than most of his contemporary eugenicists, but it 
shows the peril of reducing humans to nature and mind to matter. 

Abortion was another issue related to the value of human life that was 
influenced by the rise of the Darwinian worldview. The early debate over 
abortion in Germany was, of course, not always overtly linked to 
Darwinism, though sometimes it was, as we have already seen in Haeckel's 
case. In 1905, Siegfried Weinberg followed Haeckel's lead by advocating 
the legalization of abortion in an article published in Stocker's new journal. 
He admitted that medical science had effectively undermined the old idea 
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of the "quickening" of the embryo. This scientific advance militated 
against abortion. However, Weinberg believed that a more recent scientific 
discovery-Haeckel's theory that the human embryo is recapitulating the 
forms of its evolutionary forebears-showed that the embryo really is not 
fully human.48 The jurist Otto Ehinger later used the same line of reason
ing in Stocker's journal to call for the legalization of abortion. He also used 
another argument related to Darwinism to support his position: 

Nature shows us with thousands of examples, even in the process of concep
tion, that it wastes millions of seeds, in order to allow one of them to develop 
fully. Isn't a mother, especially under present economic relations, merely 
following its example, if she-perhaps with distress of conscience and 
pain-destroys her seed, because the children she already has must starve and 
waste away with an enlargement of the family?49 

The biggest impact of Darwinism on the abortion debate came through 
eugenics discourse, which, as we have seen, was founded on Darwinian 
principles. Eugenics provided important impetus for those promoting the 
legalization of abortion. Most of the leading abortion advocates-Stocker, 
Schreiber, Furth, Olberg, and others-were avid Darwinian materialists 
who saw abortion not only as an opportunity to improve conditions for 
women, but also as a means to improve the human race and contribute to 
evolutionary progress. Stocker and her League for the Protection of 
Mothers consistently used eugenics arguments to support the legalization 
of abortion, though ultimately they wanted to allow abortion for non
eugenics reasons as welpo Eduard David, in an essay on "Darwinism and 
Social Development," argued that eugenics was the proper social response 
to Darwinism, and he approved of abortion as one eugenics measure 
among others.51 Lily Braun likewise became a strong advocate of both 
eugenics and abortion. She apparently favored infanticide, too, for once she 
scolded a doctor for not preventing the beating of a child with Downs 
syndrome: "If you physicians are not compassionate enough to free such 
children from the burden of life on this earth, you should at least protect 
them against cruelties. "52 Apparently for Braun, as for Hoche, killing 
someone was better than allowing them to live in pain. 

Even those Darwinists who did not favor complete legalization of abor
tion often did not do so because of any regard for the life of the individual 
fetus. Rather many eugenicists opposed abortion because they thought easy 
access to abortion would lead to a population decline and would contribute 
to biological degeneration. Their concern was not with the individual life, 
but with improving the biological vitality of the German population as a 
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whole. Ploetz was a forthright critic of Stocker's and other sexual reformers' 
attempt to legalize abortion, because he feared it would result in a decline 
of the nation's biological quality. He proposed, however, that abortion be 
legalized only in cases in which the woman was raped or "the expected child 
with the greatest possibility would be grossly degenerate or infected with 
syphilis. "53 

Bluhm agreed with Ploetz, opposing abortion under most circumstances, 
since she believed that population growth was healthy for society. She 
further acknowledged that the fetus was not merely part of the mother, so it 
deserves protection as a unique individual. Just as no one would claim that 
an oak tree is just a part of the soil, even though it receives its nutrients from 
the soil, so no one should consider the fetus a part of the mother, she argued. 
However, she favored the legalization of abortion under circumscribed con
ditions, such as a mother's health problems, rape, or in case the offspring 
might be expected to be "inferior." Thus she saw abortions for the congen
itally disabled as perfectly acceptable. She persuaded the League of German 
Women's Organizations, a large umbrella organization that coordinated 
efforts within the women's movement, to adopt her position on abortion. 54 

Eugenics considerations played a key role in making abortion more 
acceptable in the early twentieth century. No one illustrates this better than 
Anna Pappritz, a leading figure in the German women's movement. She 
agreed wholeheartedly with Bluhm that the fetus is a distinct individual, 
not merely a part of the mother. She argued forcefully against the legaliza
tion of abortion, since this would have a deleterious effect on the evolution 
of the race. Unlike most eugenicists, however, Pappritz embraced the 
Judeo-Christian conception of the sanctity of human life and opposed 
abortion on this basis. She agreed with eugenicists "that many healthy, 
strong, joyful people wear themselves out in service of the inferior, sick, 
cripples, and the elderly; in a word, the valuable are used up for the bene
fit of the worthless." But all these sacrifices and inconveniences are neces
sary, according to Pappritz, who vigorously opposed any suggestion that it 
would be better to let the disabled die. She presented abortion as a perilous 
step on the slippery slope toward murdering the disabled, stating, "If we 
infringe on the sanctity of life at one point, the danger presents itself, that 
gradually our very refined feeling in this area will become dull and we will 
sink down into savagety and barbarism." After making this impassioned 
plea against abortion and for helping the disabled, however, Pappritz 
ultimately undermined her own position by allowing abortions "if the 
well-founded prospect is present that the child is subject to degeneration 
through hereditary disease." Despite her rhetoric to the contrary, appar
entlyeugenics ultimately prevailed over the sanctity of human life. 55 
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Bluhm's and Pappritz's view that abortions should only be legalized in 
circumscribed situations was commonplace in the eugenics movement. 
Julius Tandler, a medical professor at the University of Vienna, also agreed 
with Bluhm that developing embryos are not part of the mother, but rather 
unique individuals. However, he also favored legalization of abortion, but 
only if a commission of physicians determined that the offspring is unwor
thy to live. Not the mother, but society should decide on the life or death 
of the fetus. 56 Rudin was another leading figure in the eugenics movement 
to support abortions, but only for eugenics purposes. 57 Even opposition to 
abortion by many eugenicists was thus conditional, and women who might 
have "defective" offspring would be allowed-or even encouraged-to 
abort their children. 

Tandler was not the only eugenicist to imply or sometimes explicitly 
argue that abortions for eugenics purposes should not merely be legalized, 
but mandated. Max Hirsch, who became editor of a leading eugenics jour
nal in 1914, wrote a book that same year on Abortion and Birth Control in 
Relation to the Declining Birth Rate. First, he made a strong pitch for com
pulsory sterilization to prevent the birth of "defective offspring." A vigor
ous sterilization program would obviate the need for abortions in most 
cases. However, if a "defective" person became pregnant anyway, then abor
tion would be "the only rational therapy, after prophylaxis foiled." Hirsch 
promised that a eugenics program featuring sterilization and abortion 
would secure Germany's happiness and prosperity, while limiting crime, 
poverty, and the economic "burden" of asylums. 58 

Another category of people some Darwinists considered biologically 
inferior and thus fit for destruction was habitual criminals, especially 
violent ones. This, of course, does not represent a major shift in European 
thought, since capital punishment had been sanctioned by most religious 
and secular authorities for millennia. However, Darwinists provided an 
entirely new rationale for capital punishment. Since Darwin and many 
Darwinists thought that moral characteristics, such as altruism or selfish
ness, diligence or laziness, honesty or mendacity, and the like were heredi
tary rather than the products of nurture, the only way to get rid of bad 
moral traits would be to keep the offender from reproducing. Lombroso's 
view of the "born criminal" thus led some Darwinists, including 
Lombroso, to advocate capital punishment as a way to prevent crime in 
future generations. 

Haeckel was one of the earliest to advocate this new view of capital 
punishment. In the 1873 edition of his Natural History o/Creation, imme
diately after discussing infanticide, he criticized those misguided humani
tarians who wanted to abolish the death penalty. They did not recognize 
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that killing criminals is "a good deed for the better part of humanity." It is 
just like pulling weeds from a garden, he alleged, since it hinders 
unreformable criminals from passing on their morally corrupt heredity. 59 

Though many eugenicists preferred other methods for hindering the 
reproduction of criminals, such as permanent incarceration or sterilization, 
some upheld the necessity for the death penalty as well. 

One of Haeckel's former students, Hentschel, promoted one of the 
more bizarre views on criminal justice and the death penalty. In his utopian 
Mittgart community there would be no property, so Hentschel thought 
this would minimize conflicts. If, however, conflicts developed nonetheless, 
they would not be settled by peaceful arbitration. Conflicts among boys 
would be settled by the "age-old" method of fisticuffs. Among adults, seri
ous disputes would be settled by a duel between the two conflicting parties 
with a light saber. If the winner killed his opponent, he would not be pun
ished, as long as he followed the rules. This form of contest corresponded 
to Hentschel's view that the stronger should triumph in the struggle for 
existence: "Giving the right to the stronger always supercedes all human 
rights."GO Hentschel's view of justice would give free reign to bullies, show
ing utter contempt for the weaker members of society, who would have no 
protection from those with greater physical strength and agility. Of course, 
dueling was not unknown in Europe, but it was not considered the normal 
way to settle disputes and by the early twentieth century, it was almost 
universally condemned as a remnant ofbarbarism.61 

Clearly not all Darwinists and not all eugenicists favored killing the 
"unfit." Most searched for other ways of ridding society of these "danger
ous burdens," and some even vigorously protested against any form of 
killing. Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to underestimate the role that 
naturalistic Darwinism played in initiating and fueling the debate on sui
cide, euthanasia, and abortion. By reducing humans to mere animals, by 
stressing human inequality, and by viewing the death of many "unfit" 
organisms as a necessary-and even progressive-natural phenomenon, 
Darwinism made the death of the "inferior" seem inevitable and even 
beneficent. Some Darwinists concluded that helping the "unfit" die
which had for millennia been called murder-was not morally reprehensi
ble, but was rather morally good. 

Those skeptical about the role Darwinism played in the rise of advocacy 
for involuntary euthanasia, infanticide, and abortion should consider sev
eral points. First, before the rise of Darwinism, there was no debate on 
these issues, as there was almost universal agreement in Europe that human 
life is sacred and that all innocent human lives should be protected. Second, 
the earliest advocates of involuntary euthanasia, infanticide, and abortion 
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in Germany were devoted to a Darwinian worldview. Third, Haeckel, the 
most famous Darwinist in Germany, promoted these ideas in some of his 
best-selling books, so these ideas reached a wide audience, especially among 
those receptive to Darwinism. Finally, Haeckel and other Darwinists and 
eugenicists grounded their views on death and killing on their naturalistic 
interpretation of Darwinism. 

Those affected most by the newly emerging discussion on killing the 
"unfit" were the mentally disabled and criminals. Eugenicists continually 
labeled them "inferior" or "defective," emphasizing the burden-and even 
danger-they were for society. However, there was another major category 
of people affected by the growing discussion on killing the "unfit": those of 
"inferior" races. The Darwinian struggle for existence not only pitted 
members within a society against each other, but it also led simultaneously 
to competition between organized groups of people-tribes, nations, and 
races. Next, we turn to the implications of devaluing life for war and racial 
competition. 



9. War and Peace ~ 

D arwinism helped "lay the foundation for the bloodiest war in 
history," declared the pacifist William Jennings Bryan in his 
campaign to stir up Americans against evolutionary theory. 1 Bryan 

was, of course, referring to the horrors of World War 1. He blamed 
Darwinism for creating a belligerent mentality among German intellectuals 
and political leaders. Bryan was not alone, for William Roscoe Thayer, in his 
presidential address to the American Historical Association in 1918 stated, 

I do not believe that the atrocious war into which the Germans plunged 
Europe in August, 1914, and which has subsequently involved all lands and 
all peoples, would ever have been fought, or at least would have attained its 
actual gigantic proportions, had the Germans not been made mad by the 
theory of the survival of the fittest. 2 

Many other Anglo-American scholars blamed social Darwinism for the 
outbreak of World War I, though-unlike Bryan-many hoped to 
rescue Darwinism from the taint of militarism. They considered Darwinian 
militarism an aberration from true Darwinism. 

Vernon Kellogg, an entomologist at Stanford University, related a 
conversation he had with a German army captain, who had been a biology 
professor before the war. This captain believed the war was part of the 
universal struggle for existence that would bring human progress through 
natural selection. Kellogg did not believe this man's ideas were unique 
among Germans, for he asserted, "The creed of the omnipotence 
(Allmacht) of a natural selection based on violent and fatal competitive 
struggle is the gospel of the German intellectuals." Kellogg was so horrified 
by the "creed" of the Germans that he abandoned his pacifist stance to 
support the war effort against them.3 Kellogg, like many other Darwinian 
biologists, rallied to the defense of Darwinism against this alleged aberra
tion. Bryan and other creationists, on the other hand, saw the war as 
confirmation that Darwinism was morally bankrupt and dangerous. 



164 From 1 )arwin to Hitler 

In retrospect, both Bryan and Kellogg overemphasized the role of 
Darwinian militarism in fomenting World War 1, though, to be fair, many 
scholars, both then and now (myself included), recognize that social 
Darwinism was a prominent ideology used to support militarism in 
Germany (and elsewhere) in the early twentieth century.4 Only as an indi
rect, background cause could social Darwinism be implicated as a cause of 
the war, however. Most German and Austro-Hungarian politicians were 
not social Darwinists (some were probably even skeptical about Darwinism 
as a biological theory), and German militarists used many non-Darwinian 
arguments to justifY war. 5 Bryan and Kellogg also completely overlooked 
the strain of Darwinian pacifism prominent in pre-World War I Germany 
and Austria. Some leading Darwinists and some leading pacifists in 
Germany argued that, far from supporting militarism, Darwinism, 
properly understood, actually favored the peace movement.6 

Thus the relationship between Darwinism and militarism in German 
discourse was not at all straightforward. While some Darwinists and 
Darwinian-inspired social thinkers were thoroughgoing militarists, some of 
their pacifist opponents-including many leading figures in the eugenics 
movement-argued that, on the contrary, Darwinism opposed militarism. 
Superficially, the prominence of Darwinian pacifism in Germany seems to 
undermine my view that Darwinian naturalism tended to devalue human 
life. It is relatively obvious that militarism cheapens life, but one normally 
equates pacifism with a high regard for the value of human life. 

But things are not always what they seem, since many Darwinian 
pacifists-especially those in the eugenics movement-did not base their 
opposition to war on universal human rights or the sanctity of human life. 
Nor did they object to wars out of psychological revulsion at the horror of 
human death and carnage (though this may have loomed in the back
ground of their psyches). Rather, what they found objectionable about 
modern wars was that the wrong people were being killed-the strong and 
healthy rather than the weak and sickly. Modern war, in their view, helped 
spawn biological degeneration rather than biological progress. In short, it 
stymied evolutionary progress, and that was a cardinal sin in the eyes of 
many Darwinists. 

The pacifism of many German Darwinists was paper-thin, and when 
push came to shove, many abandoned their pacifism. For some that shove 
came with the outbreak of World War I. Haeckel and others who had 
preached peace before the war, patriotically supported the war effort, as did 
most of their contemporaries (even the Social Democrats voted for war 
credits in 1914). However, until one understands the perilous foundations 
of Haeckel's pacifism, it may seem puzzling that he so staunchly upheld 
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German expansionism and remained committed to the war to the bitter 
end-despite the wanton carnage in the trenches. Even when many 
Germans were war weary and the German parliament passed a Peace 
Resolution in July 1917, Haeckel derided German politicians for wanting 
peace without annexations. 

To be sure, some German Darwinists remained steadfast in their pacifist 
convictions during World War I, which was not easy, since pacifists were 
scorned and persecuted during the war. But even most of these were not 
absolute pacifists. With only a few exceptions, most Darwinists, even the 
most ardent pacifists, considered non-European races inferior and 
condoned warfare if it resulted in the destruction of "inferior" races. The 
problem with World War I, in their eyes, was that the Europeans-the 
highest race-were killing each other and weakening themselves vis-a.-vis 
other peoples of the world. We will explore this topic of racial struggle and 
racial extermination at length in chapter 10, but for now, let us restrict our 
discussion to militarism and pacifism in general. 

It is not surprising that many German Darwinists supported militarism. 
Prussian militarism had strong roots going back to the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries (and beyond). Most Germans, especially the educated 
elites, were intoxicated by Bismarck's success at militarily subduing 
Germany's neighbors in a series of three rapid wars between 1864 and 
1871, creating in the process a powerful, united German nation. Germans 
did not need Darwinism to convince them that war is a noble enterprise. 
Frederick the Great and Bismarck were persuasive enough. 

It would be a mistake, however, to conclude because of this that 
Darwinism had no impact on German militarism. Darwinian justifications 
for war would introduce new ways of thinking about international relations 
and military conflict. It would also provide scientific sanction for 
militarism in an age in which science was gaining prestige and-for some 
intellectuals-becoming the sole arbiter of truth. 

Darwinian militarists claimed that universal biological laws decreed the 
inevitability of war. Humans could not, any more than any other animal, 
opt out of the struggle for existence, since-as Darwin had explained based 
on his reading of Malthus-population expands faster than the food 
supply. War was thus a natural and necessary element of human competi
tion that selects the "most fit" and leads to biological adaptation or-as 
most preferred to think-to progress. Not only Germans, but many Anglo
American social Darwinists justified war as a natural and inevitable part of 
the universal struggle for existence? The famous American sociologist 
William Graham Sumner, one of the most influential social Darwinists in 
the late nineteenth century, conceded, "It is the [Darwinian] competition 
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for life ... which makes war, and that is why war has always existed and 
always will." Nonetheless, while considering it ultimately inevitable, 
Sumner, just like some of the German Darwinists I discuss below, generally 
disapproved of war as policy.8 

By claiming that war is biologically determined, Darwinian militarists 
denied that moral considerations could be applied to war. In their view 
wars were not caused by free human choices, but by biological processes. 
Blaming persons or nations for waging war is thus senseless, since they are 
merely blindly following natural laws. Further, opposition to war and 
militarism is futile, according to Darwinian militarists, who regularly 
scoffed at peace activists for simply not understanding scientific principles. 

However, though denying that morality could be applied to war, they 
did believe that war fostered progress, including moral progress. Thus war 
not only was not immoral, it was the very source of morality. According to 
Darwin, tribes banding together with the greatest measure of selflessness 
and altruism would have a selective advantage in warfare against their more 
selfish neighbors. Since Darwin and many of his contemporaries consid
ered altruism a biologically based instinct, the more altruistic tribe would 
be able to pass on its altruism to a greater number of offspring than the less 
altruistic tribe. But they would do this by killing as many members of their 
neighboring tribes as possible! In this way warfare not only selected the 
strongest and bravest, but also the "most moral." 

Though admitting that war had been an important and even beneficial 
factor in human evolution in the past, Darwin shrank back from promoting 
war. In fact, he noted that nations and societies were becoming ever larger 
and predicted that one day a single nation might encompass the globe, ren
dering warfare obsolete. Thus Darwin himself was no militarist. However, 
he contributed to the rise of Darwinian militarism in several ways. First, he 
made liberal use of martial terminology to describe competition in the 
organic world. The struggle for existence became his most popular phrase to 
describe competition between organisms, but Darwin also referred to the 
struggle for life, the battle for life, and the war of nature. Germans added to 
this list by commonly referring to the struggle of all against all. Second, his 
reliance on the Malthusian population principle gave expansionists a pow
erful propaganda tool in a time when the European population was rapidly 
expanding and masses were emigrating. Finally, he construed human wars as 
a progressive force (at least in the past) in human evolution. 

Because Darwin had been reluctant to discuss human evolution, he was 
not the first to suggest that wars are a form of the struggle for existence. Seven 
years after Darwin published his theory and five years before his Descent of 
Man appeared, the geologist Friedrich Rolle, one of the earliest disciples of 
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Darwin in Germany, wrote the first full-length book in German on human 
evolution. In his book he discussed at length the role of warfare as part of the 
human struggle for existence. He brushed aside any moral considerations, 
since the "right of the stronger" is not subject to morality. Rather, "In the 
contest between peopl~s the proverb was and always will be valid: 'Better that 
I smash you, than you smash me.' " Besides, he argued, war brings progress 
by favoring the fittest and ridding the world of the "less fit."9 

In the same year that Rolle's book appeared, Otto von Bismarck, 
chancellor of Prussia, engineered a war with Austria, which was the second 
of three wars he used to unify Germany under the auspices of the Prussian 
crown. On the occasion of this 1866 war Peschel published an article using 
Darwinian arguments to justify Bismarck's militarism. He argued that the 
rise and fall of states is a phenomenon of nature under the sway of scientific 
laws, including the Darwinian struggle for existence. Moral concepts such 
as righteousness have no place in this natural struggle, he asserted. Rather, 
success of the strong and vigorous in the struggle among peoples is natural 
and needs no justification. He stated, 

Even we in Germany should view the most recent events [i.e., the war] as a 
lawful evolutionary process .... With such magnificent events it is no longer 
a matter of right or blame, but rather it is a Darwinian struggle for existence, 
where the modern triumphs and the obsolete descends into the paleonto
logical graves. 10 

Peschel thus used Darwinism to justify warfare as a path to progress and 
improvement, as well as to dismiss all moral considerations. 

Peschel and Rolle were only the first among many to interpret war as a 
form of the human struggle for existence. Rolle's friend, the zoologist 
Gustav Jaeger, followed the lead of Rolle and Peschel by interpreting both 
the 1866 war against Austria, as well as the 1870-71 war against France, as 
part of the universal struggle for existence. In an 1866 article in Das 
Ausland he claimed that since the advent of Darwinism, human history 
could now be "investigated with the same objectivity as every other natural 
event." In this brief article, he drew two conclusions from his biological 
examination of history: (1) wars, especially modern mass wars, are an 
important aspect of the struggle for existence; (2) wars occur approximately 
once every eighteen years, or the span of one generation. 11 

Jaeger's 1870 article was especially inflammatory, not only justifying 
war, but even wars of annihilation. From nature 

the scientist correctly draws the conclusion that war, and indeed the war of 
annihilation-for all the wars of nature are that-is a natural law, without 
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which the organic world would not only not be what it is, but could not 
continue to exist at all. Further this conviction must compel him to make 
the beneficial effects of this universal struggle of annihilation the object of 
his research. 12 

Jaeger claimed that war is necessary and beneficial, for without it, the world 
would be filled with unhealthy and disabled people. His concern about 
killing off the weak and sick would presage the concerns oflater eugenicists. 
Jaeger was not the only Darwinist to see the Franco-Prussian War as an 
episode in the human struggle for existence. The University of Freiburg 
anatomist Alexander Ecker, a leading figure in the emerging field of anthro
pology, published a speech on The Struggle for Existence in Nature and in 
the Life of Peoples, portraying war and racial competition as a natural part 
of the human struggle for existence. 13 

Darwinian militarism reached an even wider audience in the 1870s 
through the popular writings of David Friedrich Strauss. Strauss began his 
career as a theologian, publishing his sensational Life of Jesus in 1835, which 
created a fire-storm of controversy because of its interpretation of the 
gospels as myth. Publishing this book effectively torpedoed his attempts to 
gain a professorship in theology. It is probably just as well that he did not 
become a theology professor, since by the 1860s Strauss no longer enjoyed 
reading theology, but rather science, especially Darwinism. 14 His 
immensely popular book, The Old and the New Faith (1872), heralded the 
replacement of Christianity-the old faith-with science. Darwinism, 
complete with natural selection and the struggle for existence, was a crucial 
component of Strauss's new faith. An inescapable part of the human strug
gle for existence, Strauss assured his readers, is war, which winnows peoples 
and nations according to their value. Though not a major theme in Strauss's 
book, his claim that different peoples have different values was a crucial 
component of later eugenics thinking. Strauss ridiculed those agitating for 
an end to wars, which he considered-on the authority of his scientific 
worldview-about as effective as trying to put an end to the weather. 1s 

Strauss's views resonated with many of his contemporaries, including 
leading Darwinists (like Haeckel) who praised his book. 16 

Even more blatant than Strauss in his justification of militarism was 
Hellwald, a prominent Darwinian ethnologist who edited Das Ausland, the 
main scholarly journal in Germany devoted to geography and ethnology, 
from 1872 to 1881. Hellwald was heavily influenced by Haeckel and Ecker 
and expressed complete sympathy with the views of Strauss, though he 
claimed he had developed his ideas before reading Strauss. In an 1872 arti
cle in Das Ausland, as well as in his widely read work, The History of Culture 
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in Its Natural Evolution (1875), Hellwald explained human history as a 
process driven by the Darwinian struggle for existence. His allegedly scien
tific explanation for the development of human society replaced ethical 
considerations with violence, since 

science knows no "natural right." In nature only one right reigns, which is no 
right, the right of the stronger, violence. But violence is also the highest source 
of law [or right), since without it [i.e., violence) legislation is unthinkable. 
I will in the course of my presentation easily prove, that properly speaking the 
right of the stronger has also been valid at all times in human history. I? 

Again and again in his book Hellwald insisted that science had banished 
morality, since in the struggle for existence the ends justifY the means-the 
winner of the struggle is automatically right. 

When Hellwald brushed aside all moral objections to oppressive human 
institutions, barbarism, and even mass killing, he posed as a cool, objective 
scholar applying science to human affairs. Science has proven, he asserted, 

that just as in nature the struggle for existence is the moving principle of evo
lution and perfection, in that the weak are worn away and must make room 
for the strong, so also in world history the destruction of the weaker nations 
through the stronger is a postulate of progress. IS 

He showed not the slightest sympathy or emotion for the oppressed or 
dying, stating, "Whoever it may be, he must stride over the corpses of the 
vanquished, that is naturallaw."19 

With his "scientific" justification for violent struggle among humans, it 
is not surprising that Hellwald construed war as a necessary part of the 
Darwinian struggle. He believed that warfare among primitive humans had 
indelibly imprinted a war-like character in the human species. He also con
sidered war one of the most important factors promoting cultural progress, 
illustrating this point with the Spanish conquest of the Americas. Despite 
being accompanied by atrocities and incredible bloodshed, it was really, in 
his estimation, "an inexpressible blessing" to humanity.2o Hellwald's utter 
disregard for morality and his glorification of violent struggle and blood
shed in human history make him one of the most radical early thinkers 
appealing to Darwinism to devalue human life. 

Hellwald's work was held in high esteem by fellow Darwinists, includ
ing Haeckel, but not all Darwinian social thinkers were as brutal in their 
rhetoric as Hellwald. Nonetheless, as Darwinism became more entrenched 
among German intellectuals in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, Darwinist militarism grew apace. Increasingly large numbers of 
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scientists, physicians, and social thinkers from many different fields used 
Darwinian justifications for war and opposed the growing peace movement 
as unscientific. Though not quite as harsh as Hellwald, the end result of 
their views was pretty much the same-death through war for the "unfit" 
and, as a consequence, evolutionary progress. 

Another scholar analyzing society through Darwinian lenses was the 
economist Albert E. F. Schaff1e, professor at the University of Tiibingen 
and later at the University of Vienna (and later yet a private scholar, after 
briefly taking on a position in the Austrian government). In several articles 
on the social implications of Darwinism and in his most important schol
arly work, the four-volume Structure and Life of the Social Body (1875-78), 
he argued that the national economy should be organized in such a way 
that it minimizes conflict within society. He thus favored a moderate kind 
of state socialism. The purpose of avoiding friction within society, however, 
was not humanitarian, but rather to ensure success in the collective strug
gle, which Schaffle believed was even more important than individual 
competition. War, as part of the struggle for existence, was, according to 
Schaffle, "an elevating and stimulating force.,,21 

Schaffle stressed that war is a manifestation of the struggle for existence 
among humans caused by the Malthusian population imbalance. However, 
he was not an avid proponent of militarism, for he believed that wars of 
destruction were characteristic of lower stages of human evolution, when 
humans were closer to animals. At higher stages of morality, humans con
demn war as immoral. Also, higher civilizations could limit their births and 
escape population pressure without war. Thus, like Darwin, Schaffle 
believed that as humans evolved to higher stages of civilization, war would 
become less important. When civilized societies resort to warfare, Schaffle 
asserted, they are falling back into the behavior of beasts of prey. Despite 
his generally negative stance toward war, however, Schaffle denied that war 
could be universally condemned. He asserted that only specific wars could 
be justified or condemned, since "war is in certain cases justified as the 
most extreme means of self-preservation of independent peoples .... There 
is no unconditional right, except the right to self-preservation." With this 
kind of moral relativism the only yardstick for moral judgment is survival 
value in the struggle for existence. By Schaffle's standards, then, war is 
morally good if it ptomotes survival in the human struggle for existence, 
though in general he considered war an outmoded form of that struggle.22 

Though many of the leading social Darwinist thinkers were scholars in 
some branch of the social sciences, biologists often provided them with 
their tools. Only rarely, however, did a biologist devote his career to study
ing the social implications of Darwinism. Such a biologist, however, was 
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Ziegler, who probably did as much as any other biologist to promote 
Darwinian militarism. Ziegler was horrified that the Social Democrats, 
especially their leading politician, August Bebel, were preaching socioeco
nomic equality, so he wrote a book-length refutation of socialism based on 
Darwinian theory. He specifically criticized Bebel for denying the necessity 
of war, which occurs because of population pressure and results in progress 
through natural selection: 

Bebel is also ignorant of the fact that according to Darwin's theory wars have 
always been of the greatest importance for the general progress of the human 
species, in that the physically weaker, the less intelligent, the morally lower 
or morally degenerate peoples must give place to the stronger and the better 
developed. 23 

Ziegler thus gives a very poslt!ve spin to war, which not only causes 
biological progress, but also moral progress by killing off those who are at 
a lower level of morality. 

Many other prominent scholars upheld views similar to Ziegler's. One 
of the leading physical anthropologists in late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Germany, Felix von Luschan, called on Darwinism to 
prove the inevitability of war. In a 1909 speech to the Society of German 
Scientists and Physicians he argued that one of the chief practical tasks of 
anthropology should be to help maintain "our" (presumably Germany's, 
though this is unclear) military defenses by keeping the nation biologically 
vigorous. He noted that wars will not end any time soon, since humans are 
subject to the struggle for existence.24 Alfred Kirchhoff, geography profes
sor at the University of Leipzig, agreed with Luschan in a posthumously 
published book. He also agreed with Ziegler that wars bring moral pro
gress by ridding the world of "immoral hordes."25 Similar sentiments are 
sprinkled throughout the writings of many prominent Darwinian scien
tists, popularizers, or social thinkers, especially when discussing warfare 
between different races (see chapter lO). 

Justif}ring war from a Darwinian perspective became such an important 
topic in the early twentieth century that two German scholars, the sociol
ogist Sebald Steinmetz and Klaus Wagner, devoted entire books to it. 
Steinmetz, like most Darwinian militarists, was strictly deterministic, por
traying wars as unavoidable natural events in his work, The Philosophy of 
mzr (1907). He argued that war had been crucial in the early evolution of 
humans, stimulating the evolution of greater intelligence and higher levels 
of altruism. Without war, primitive people would probably have remained 
egoists, but war requires selfless devotion to the community.26 
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Steinmetz also stressed the role of war in natural selection. He called war 
a "world court," deciding "the entire value of a people." Underlying his 
analysis was the assumption that different peoples, nations, and races are 
unequal in value, and wars are the most reliable way to give the more valu
able ones their rightful place. Of course, the flip side of this is that wars 
would bring "the extermination of the most worthless ones." Most of 
Steinmetz's discussion centered on the military contest between different 
races, which would pit Europeans against Asians and Africans to determine 
who would control the globe. But simultaneously, there would be wars 
within Europe and Asia that would also be real "wars of selection," killing 
off the least fit and elevating the surviving peoples.27 

Even more rabidly militaristic than Steinmetz was Wagner, whose book, 
war: A Political-Evolutionary Examination (1906), appealed to all the 
predictable Darwinian themes to justifY war as the universal "creative prin
ciple." Wagner, however, laid greater stress than some Darwinian militarists 
on patriotic love of fatherland and one's own people (Volk), which he 
claimed was part of the human social instincts. This instinctive feeling of 
unity with one's own people (Volk) was advantageous in the collective strug
gle for existence against other peoples. Thus Wagner portrayed patriotism 
as a force for evolutionary progress: "If our consciousness of our people 
(Volk) allows the fit to oust the unfit from this planet, so that high culture 
increases, then there is progress on earth."28 

Wagner is as forthright as any of the Darwinian militarists about the 
connections between morality and war, so his views serve as a good 
summary of the ethics of Darwinian militarists. First, by construing war as 
a naturally determined event governed by Darwinian laws, he denied the 
relevance of moral judgments about war. War was now in the province of 
science, and any opposition to war on moral grounds was ruled out of 
bounds as unscientific. Wagner and other Darwinian militarists also turned 
the tables on moralistic peace advocates by claiming that morality was itself 
the product of wars. Killing in wars was not immoral, he thought, but 
rather on the average those who emerged victorious in wars were more 
altruistic than those who were vanquished. 

Finally, because he believed war selected the physically strongest, the 
morally best, and the most highly cultured, Wagner and many Darwinian 
militarists depicted war as beneficial and morally good. It promoted evolu
tionary progress by ridding the world of the "inferior" elements. Wagner 
stated that it was a "shocking sin" if lands rich in natural resources were 
wasted by "inferior peoples." Rather the "most noble peoples must colonize 
the world."29 Thus killing "inferior peoples" became almost a moral imper
ative for Darwinian militarists. They never seem to have considered that 
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granting moral status to the evolutionary process itself was no more 
scientific than the anti-war morality they dismissed as unscientific. 

Now that we have examined the key ideas of Darwinian militarism, we 
need to ask: What impact did it have, especially on the outbreak of World 
War I? As I already indicated earlier, Darwinian militarism was not a 
primary factor-nationalism and power politics were far more important 
and did not require Darwinian underpinnings. Nonetheless, it would be a 
mistake to dismiss the impact of social Darwinism altogether. One factor 
that contributed to the outbreak of the war in 1914 was the Austrian and 
German military staff's conviction that war was inevitable, so they might as 
well strike-or at least risk a war-while they held an advantage (they 
feared Russia would become stronger over time and make their military 
position ever more untenable). Social Darwinist militarism was one factor 
(among others) contributing to this skepticism about the long-term 
prospects of peace. 

Gauging the influence of social Darwinist militarism within the 
German and Austrian military staff is difficult, since most military leaders 
did not publicly discuss their worldviews and philosophy of war. However, 
a growing number of German and Austrian military leaders did embrace 
Darwinian militarism before World War 1. After retiring from the Austrian 
military, Gustav von Ratzenhofer wrote a systematic sociology based on 
Darwinism, featuring racial conflict (see chapter 10). The German officer 
Otto Schmidt-Gibichenfels became editor of Politisch-Anthropologische 
Revue in 1907 and used that platform to preach Darwinian militarism. 3D 

According to Istvan Deak, many Austrian officers at the beginning of the 
twentieth century were "voicing social Darwinist sentiments."31 

One of those Austrian officers directly connected to the events of 1914 
was Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, the Austrian chief of the general staff, 
whom his biographer calls the ''Architect of the Apocalypse" (i.e., World 
War 1). His worldview was imbued with Darwinism, and he believed that 
the struggle for existence ensured that warfare between nations would never 
end.32 In many of his writings he displayed his Darwinian vision of human 
struggle, but in his private journal he divulged his naturalistic philosophy 
even more forcefully.33 As a young officer he had read Darwin and became 
convinced that the struggle for existence rules over human affairs. He 
stated, "The recognition of the struggle for existence as the fundamental 
principle of all earthly events is the only real and rational foundation of any 
policy." History, he thought, was a continual "rape of the weak by the 
strong," a violent contest decided by bloodshed. Like other Darwinian 
militarists, he dismissed all appeals to morality, asserting, " 'Right' is what 
the stronger wills."34 Little wonder, then, that Conrad would want to put 
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the Serbs in their place in 1914. And for him, their rightful place appar
ently was the graveyard. 

The most influential propaganda for Darwinian militarism from a 
military leader was General Friedrich von Bernhardi's book, Germany and 
the Next Ulttr (1912), which stirred up so much controversy that it was 
republished in five German editions-and many English editions as well
before the outbreak of World War 1. Bernhardi, enraged by Germany's 
diplomatic failure in the 1911 Moroccan Crisis, lashed out against peace 
activists and called on Germans ro prepare for war. The first and most 
important argument he raised to buttress his militarism was that 
Darwinism proves that war is a "biological necessity." He then argued
based on his understanding of Darwinian principles-that war was neces
sary to avoid biological and cultural degeneration. According to Bernhardi, 
Darwin demonstrated that "everywhere the right of the stronger reigns," 
and what seems brutal is really beneficial, since it "eliminates the weak and 
sick."35 To spread his militaristic and expansionistic views more widely, he 
wrote a condensed version of his book, Our Future, the same year. 
Bernhardi's book alarmed foreign observers, and it played a key role in the 
perception of Anglo-American authors that social Darwinism was the 
driving force behind German militarism. 

After World War I broke out, some scientists interpreted the war as a 
Darwinian struggle for existence. The famous hygienist Gruber, for exam
ple, published a speech in 1915 arguing that the war was caused, not by 
political decisions of individuals, but by German population expansion. 
Gruber, in true Darwinian fashion, claimed that resources simply were 
insufficient to sustain the population growth: "There simply is not enough 
for everyone!" Because each nation needs ever more living space 
(Lebensraum), "humans are necessarily the enemy of [other] humans."36 
Based on these views, Gruber helped organize the expansionist Fatherland 
Party in Munich during the war. 

Not all Darwinists agreed that Darwinism supported militarism, and, in 
fact, many opposed militarism. Haeckel became an active participant in the 
German peace movement, and many German pacifists upheld a Darwinian 
worldview. However, Darwinian pacifism was not always as far removed 
from Darwinian militarism as one might think. Many Darwinian pacifists 
agreed with the militarists that the struggle for existence is universal among 
organisms, including humans, so there is no way of escape. Most of them 
also admitted that war was a manifestation of the human struggle for 
existence. However, they parted company with the militarists by maintaining 
that war was not a necessary element in the struggle for existence. Many 
animals, after all, do not fight against members of their own species, 
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certainly not in large, organized groups (and what about plants?). They 
argued that humans were not violating scientific laws if they replaced 
violent struggle with peaceful competition. Darwinian pacifists usually 
tried to turn the tables on Darwinian militarists by arguing that, far from 
supporting militarism, Darwinism actually undermined militarism. 
However, when we closely examine the reasoning of most Darwinian paci
fists, it becomes clear that they did not base their convictions on humani
tarian concern for human life. Ironically, more often than not they helped 
contribute to the devaluing of human life. 

Haeckel was one of the earliest Darwinian thinkers in Germany to 
express misgivings about war. Though insisting that humans are subject to 
the eternal struggle for existence, he often used peaceful economic compe
tition as an example (though in the final analysis it was still neighbor 
against neighbor and the unfit ultimately perish).37 Despite his belief in the 
human struggle for existence, Haeckel's opposition to militarism emerged 
in germ already in the second edition of The Natural History of Creation 
(1870). In a brief passage therein he warned about the deleterious effects 
of modern "military selection" on civilized nations: "The stronger, 
healthier, more normal the youth is, the greater is the prospect for him to 
be murdered by the needle gun, cannons, and other similar instruments of 
culture." However, the weak and sick were not allowed to fight, so they 
could have more children, leading the nation into biological decline.38 

Haeckel's concern, then, was based solely on eugenics considerations. It was 
not the killing that bothered Haeckel, but only the killing of the wrong 
people, which would stymie evolutionary progress and perhaps even cause 
degeneration. If war killed the weak and sick, while preserving the strong 
and healthy, apparently he would have no objections to it (this is confirmed 
by his stance on racial extermination, which we will examine at length in 
chapter 10). Nonetheless, Haeckel continued to oppose "military selection" 
throughout his life. 

Based on his dim view of "military selection," Haeckellater joined the 
peace movement. In 1891 he wrote to Bertha von Suttner, one of the 
leading pacifists of Europe, expressing willingness to join the peace 
movement. He hoped the bloody struggle between nations and peoples 
would be replaced with peaceful competition.39 Haeckel joined various 
peace organizations and continued to rail against war in his writings before 
World War 1. The Monist League, founded by Haeckel in 1906, likewise 
promoted pacifism. One of the editors of the Monist League's journal wrote 
to Alfred Fried, "The idea of world peace naturally belongs to the cultural 
program of Monism." He later successfully recruited Fried to regularly 
write articles on pacifism for their journal, stating, "We consider pacifism 
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one of the most important practical tasks of the German Monist League.,,4o 
The first person to speak to the 1912 Monist League conference was Anna 
Eckstein, who urged the delegates to support her petition for world peace. 
Eckstein's speech was warmly received, and immediately thereafter Ostwald 
as president of the Monist League urged the audience to support her peace 
effortsY 

Haeckel's pacifism could not weather the outbreak of World War I, 
despite his claim in 1917 that he was still in principle a pacifist. Within two 
weeks of the outbreak of hostilities he wrote an article blaming England for 
the war (many other Germans blamed England, too), and three months 
later he argued that this war was a violent episode in the universal human 
struggle for existence.42 In 1917-18 Haeckel opposed the German parlia
ment's Peace Resolution, which called for peace without annexations, and 
he favored the newly created militaristic and annexationist Fatherland 
Party.43 World War I revealed the fragility of the foundations of Haeckel's 
pacifism. 

Haeckel's brief remarks on military selection exerted tremendous 
influence on Darwinian social thinkers. Already in 1872 Heinrich Fick, a 
law professor at the University of Zurich, suggested legal reforms to coun
teract the harmful effects of military selection. The key problem his reforms 
addressed was the reproductive advantage gained by those unfit for military 
duty in a nation with universal male conscription. Fick proposed that 
legislation prohibit those unfit for military duty from marrying, at least 
until they reach the age of those completing their military service. The first 
country to take measures to remedy the reproductive advantage of their 
"weaker elements" would, Fick assured his audience, achieve a decisive 
advantage in the struggle for existence with other nations.44 

Alexander Tille, another Social Darwinist to grapple with "military 
selection" in his writings, also illustrates the ambiguities of Darwinian paci
fism. In the process of blending together Darwinism and Nietzscheanism, 
Tille continually emphasized the right of the stronger in the struggle for 
existence and denied that the weaker had the right to continue living. Thus 
it may seem strange that he opposed militarism so strenuously. 
Nonetheless, his support for eugenics made him critical of the degenerative 
tendencies of modern war, and he even protested against the huge outlay of 
military expenditures, which ultimately hurt the nation economically. He 
expressed sympathy with Suttner for demonstrating against the insanity of 
war. Further, with a touch of utopian enthusiasm, he suggested that nations 
abolish national borders in favor of ethnic boundaries, so populations can 
expand or contract more naturally without causing armed conflict. This 
would allow peaceful economic competition to replace violent warfare. 
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Tille's pacifist stance, however, had nothing to do with any kind of concern 
for human rights, which he constantly attacked. Rather he supported paci
fism, because he thought it would promote evolutionary progress better 
than militarism would. It would also make European nations stronger, so 
they could exterminate other races and conquer the globe (a position not 
so uncommon among Social Darwinists and eugenicists, as we shall see in 
greater detail in chapter 10).45 

Opposition to military selection gained even greater currency with the 
emergence of the eugenics movement in the early twentieth century. 
Eugenicists shared Haeckel's concern with the degenerative tendencies of 
modern civilization, including modern warfare. They also shared Haeckel's 
ambivalence toward pacifism, as we can see quite clearly in the writings of 
Wilhelm Schallmayer. Schallmayer often criticized modern wars, and he 
bewailed the "racial damage" caused by World War I, but at times he admit
ted that wars are a selective agent in the human struggle for existence. In 
the past, he argued, wars were beneficial in elevating the human race, pre
cisely because they resulted in the annihilation of "lower" peoples. Though 
Schallmayer usually stressed artificial selection within society and relegated 
racial and national conflicts to the background, the "national efficiency" for 
which Schallmayer strove ultimately aimed at making the body politic 
strong to engage competitors-other nations and races-victoriously in the 
human struggle for existence.46 

Did Schallmayer think this national and racial competition would occur 
entirely peacefully? In many of his works it is hard to tell. However, 
Schallmayer clearly divulged his views in two 1908 articles. While opposing 
modern wars between European countries, because they are contraselective, 
he argued that wars between races that are unequal-such as between 
Europeans and black Africans-are beneficial, especially if they lead to the 
extermination of the "lower" races!47 His conclusion about war was that 
"on the whole the influence of war on human evolution should still be con
sidered overwhelmingly favorable.,,48 So much for Schallmayer's reputation 
as a pacifist and opponent of racism.49 

Ploetz took essentially the same position as Schallmayer on militarism. 
He saw war as beneficial in the past, but detrimental in the present, at least 
among European nations. If war must come, however, Ploetz suggested 
drafting all young men, including the weak, into the army. Then, "during 
the campaign it would be good to bring the specially assembled [biologi
cally] bad elements to the place where one needs primarily cannon 
fodder."50 To be fair, Ploetz was probably not entirely serious about this 
proposal, embedded as it was in a discussion of a eugenics utopia, but it 
seems rather provocative nonetheless. But whether this specific proposal 
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was serious or not, it is clear that Ploetz and most other eugenicists were 
opposed to war only if it produced biological degeneration, as they thought 
modern European wars did. 

The vast majority of Darwinists-at least those who made their views 
about war known-either embraced militarism or an ambivalent pacifism. 
However, our discussion would not be complete without describing the 
more thorough pacifism of a small handful of Darwinist thinkers. Possibly 
the only German-speaking Darwinian biologist to embrace a more thor
ough form of pacifism in the late nineteenth century was the botanist 
Arnold Dodel at the University of Zurich. Dodel argued that even though 
humans cannot escape the struggle for existence, they can use reason to 

avoid the harsher forms of it. While agreeing with Haeckel's critique of 
"military selection," he also saw other Darwinian grounds for opposing 
war. As a moderate socialist, he had greater sympathy for egalitarianism 
and-unlike many social Darwinists-he did not spurn moral considera
tions when discussing war. On the contrary, he argued that human 
evolutionary progress had come through advances in human reason and 
morality, both of which militated against violence and bloodshed. Thus, 
humans had evolved to a point where wars were no longer necessary, and 
Dodel predicted that human reason and moral instincts would increase still 
more in the future. 51 

Two Nobel Prize-winning leaders in the German peace movement, 
Suttner and Fried (both from Austria), would rely on similar arguments to 

defend their pacifist convictions. Both were avid proponents of a 
Darwinian worldview, claiming Darwinian sanction for their pacifism. 
Suttner, in fact, was directly influenced by Dodel, not only reading his 
works, but also carrying on an extensive correspondence with him. Dodel, 
on his part, was excited about Suttner's books, especially her most famous 
work, Lay Down Your Arms (1889), which propelled her to a leading posi
tion in the nascent German peace movement. 52 This book was a sensational 
success, requiring 36 editions by 1905. 

Suttner first read Darwinian literature in the late 1870s or early 1880s, 
and it decisively influenced the development of her materialist worldview. 
Over the next couple of decades she read all the more influential Darwinian 
writers-Darwin, Haeckel, Buchner, Sterne (Krause), and Bolsche-and 
frequently corresponded with Carneri (and I mean frequently!-they 
exchanged hundreds ofletters), Buchner, and Dodel. Even more important 
in shaping her particular understanding of the evolution of human society, 
though, were the British thinkers Herbert Spencer and the historian 
Thomas Henry Buckle.53 Spencer and Buckle both imbued Suttner with an 
optimism that evolutionary progress always leads upward to ever higher 
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levels of perfection, including moral perfection. That optimism shone 
through in her acceptance speech for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906, when 
she declared, "Those who have recognised the law of evolution and seek to 
advance its operation are convinced that what is to come is always a degree 
better, nobler, happier than what lies in the past." In that speech and many 
of her writings, Suttner stressed the role of evolution in producing humane 
ethics and human rights, especially the right to life, which formed the 
foundation of her peace efforts. 54 

Darwinism played a central role in many of Suttner's books, including 
her novel, Daniela Dormes, but even in Lay Down Your Arms the heroine 
read and agreed with Darwin's Origin of Species. 55 In two earlier books, 
Suttner had expounded her monistic worldview, which viewed evolution or 
change as the unifying principle of the cosmos. She believed that politics 
and society rested squarely on science: 

The extant institutions are determined by the current state of morality, 
morality is determined by the state of [one's] world view, and this finally is 
determined by the state of knowledge; in the final analysis therefore it is 
knowledge, or, in other words, the sciences, which provide the determining 
foundation of all social conditions. 56 

Thus Darwinian science was more than just peripheral to her pacifist 
concerns. She even agreed with Darwinists that one of the eternal laws of 
evolution is struggle, but she pointed out that struggle merely means 
competition, not war.57 

For Suttner the triumph of pacifism was assured by the Darwinian 
struggle for existence through 

a gradual extermination of the belligerent tribes by peace-loving nations; an 
extinction of ethnic hatred through the increase of cosmopolitan ideas; a 
reduction of military honors in face of the growing glory of knowledge and the 
arts; an ever closer fraternizing league of world interests vis-a-vis the petty, van
ishing special interests-and in this manner the prize of eternal peace can and 
will be achieved through the eternal struggle, which follows [natural] law. 58 

Evolutionary progress through the extermination of "primitive" peoples 
and races was a common theme among Darwinists of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, but it comes as a shock to see it in the writ
ings of such a devoted pacifist. Nonetheless, Suttner rejected a conscious 
policy of racial extermination, since she thought this would be stooping to 

the barbaric level of the "lower" races. She did, however, mention that 
Europeans had every right to defend themselves from these "wild people."59 
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Like Suttner, Fried was enthusiastic about the Darwinian revolution, 
calling it greater than the French Revolution in its effects.60 He also had 
close connections with leading eugenicists, corresponding with Ploetz and 
Grotjahn. He even recommended Ploetz's eugenics journal to the American 
pacifist and eugenicist David Starr Jordan.61 Eugenics was not only a theo
retical interest for Fried, but a very personal issue, for in 1896 after a brief 
engagement he married, only to discover that his bride had severe mental 
problems. In 1904 he asked Ploetz to use his connections to help him 
secure a divorce, but Ploetz's help was in vain. Later he anonymously wrote 
a book describing his horrific experiences.62 He also had an epileptic 
brother, whose physician, Grotjahn, promoted eugenics in letters to 
Fried.63 

Despite his sympathy for eugenics, Fried rarely, if ever, used eugenics 
arguments to defend pacifism, which seems odd, since concern over 
"military selection" was a commonly used argument against war. Perhaps he 
recognized the superficiality of any pacifism founded on eugenics. In any 
case, he often used Darwinian rhetoric in other ways to advance his cause. 
He confessed that struggle is indeed universal, but-like Suttner-he 
denied that struggle means war. The lesson he drew from evolution was 
more Spencerian than Darwinian (again, following Suttner's lead): the 
ineluctable advance to ever higher levels of organization, which would 
culminate in a world government.64 Fried remained true to his pacifist 
convictions, even under intense pressure during World War I. 

However, despite his commitment to pacifism, Fried, like many of his 
contemporaries, was not quite sure how to apply pacifism to race rela
tions. He clearly believed in the racial superiority of the European 
races, arguing that they had every right to colonize other parts of the earth. 
Before the Hague Peace Conference of 1899 he even suggested that 
Europeans should divide China among themselves, in order to avoid fric
tion on this issue at the conference.65 At times he insisted that colonization 
should occur peacefully. A united Europe could, he believed, colonize 
without bloodshed.66 He also welcomed the Algeciras Conference in 1906, 
which would "regulate the civilizing exploitation of Morocco, of a people 
needing tutelage." He called the "subjugation of lower peoples under 
the leadership of the higher cultured peoples" a "task in the service of 
culture.,,67 

However, some passages in his books betray less peaceful intentions 
toward "lower" races. In 1905 he reacted against the accusation that 
pacifists are pressing for an unrealistic world peace. He claimed that, on 
the contrary, pacifists recognize that pacifism is only possible among 
peoples who have reached a high level of culture. "The peace movement," 
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he continued, 

by no means dreams of a possible ideal condition after centuries, where 
Germans and Botokunden, Frenchmen and Persians, Englishmen, Turks, 
and Bushmen will in peaceful harmony enjoy a time without wars based on 
legal principles. The peace movement supports itself consciously on the 
experiences of history, wherein war is a culture-promoting factor in the life 
of peoples up to a certain stage of cultural development.68 

Fried shut out non-European races from the legal community of nations 
that he was advocating, which made their position rather perilous. To be 
sure, Fried favored peaceful exploitation, but he clearly asserted the right of 
Europeans to defend themselves against "uncivilized peoples standing 
outside the legal community.,,69 That Fried, an ardent pacifist, supported 
European colonization and the subjugation of non-European peoples by 
Europeans, shows the power of racism-especially scientific racism-on 
the European mind in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Fried, Suttner, and Dodel represented a small fraction of thinkers trying 
ro apply Darwinian science to social questions, and most Darwinists ulti
mately rejected their position. Some-those I call Darwinian militarists
opposed them outright, arguing that Darwinism proved the inevitability of 
violent conflict. Others-advocates of peace eugenics-sometimes 
expressed sympathy with the peace movement, but often their support for 
pacifism was rather shallow. They only opposed certain kinds of wars, par
ticularly wars between European nations, where the brightest and best 
mowed each other down without regard ro their biological traits. This kind 
of war, they claimed, would lead to biological degeneration. 

But what about wars where "inferior" people die at higher rates than 
others? Even most proponents of peace eugenics had no objections to these. 
As long as "inferior" people-the weak and the sick-die in war, the war is 
allegedly beneficial. This alone is a shocking demonstration of the devalu
ing of human life by naturalistic Darwinists. But matters become even 
more serious once we turn our attention to the other category of people 
social Darwinists and eugenicists consistently labeled "inferior": those of 
non-European races. Many social Darwinists and eugenicists-even many 
calling themselves pacifists-justified or even advocated the extermination 
of "inferior" races, a topic we explore in depth in chapter 10. 



10. Racial Struggle and 
Extermination t:::::8 

Since most Darwinists included war as one form of the human struggle 
for existence, the cross-pollination of scientific racism (which, as we 
have seen, had close links to Darwinism) with the Darwinian struggle 

for existence would bear bitter fruit in an era of renewed European 
imperialism. While many Christian missionaries and liberal humanitarians 
hoped to imbue the natives in other parts of the world with European 
culture, scientific racism proclaimed the futility of such endeavors. Instead, 
scientific racism suggested a different path to progress. In the 1896 edition 
of Friedrich Hellwald's magisterial four-volume History of Culture, Rudolf 
Cronau, relying on Social Darwinist arguments, dismissed the idea that the 
"lower races" could be elevated: 

The current inequality of the races is an indubitable fact. Under equally 
favorable climatic and land conditions the higher race always displaces 
the lower, i.e., contact with the culture of the higher race is a fatal poison for the 
lower race and kills them .... [American Indians] naturally succumb in the 
struggle, its race vanishes and civilization strides across their corpses .... 
Therein lies once again the great doctrine, that the evolution of humanity 
and of the individual nations progresses, not through moral principles, but 
rather by dint of the right of the stronger.' 

Cronau-along with a host of leading scientists, physicians, and social 
thinkers who embraced Darwinian social explanations and eugenics in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries-thus argued that the key to 
progress was the annihilation of the "lower races," who stood in the way of 
advanced culture and civilization, because they were mentally incapable of 
creating and adopting "higher culture." 

Furthermore, a number of social Darwinist thinkers argued that racial 
extermination, even if carried out by bloody means, would result in moral 
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progress for humanity. Brutality would not necessarily triumph in the 
struggle for existence, since, as Darwin had argued in The Descent of Man, 
morality conferred a selective advantage.2 Therefore, according to this 
twisted logic, since Europeans were morally superior to other peoples, 
the extermination of other races would rid the world of immorality. The 
University of Leipzig geographer, Alfred Kirchhoff, articulated this position 
as clearly as any in his posthumously published work, Darwinism Applied 
to Peoples and States (1910). He justified racial extermination as part of the 
Darwinian process, since "the righteousness of the struggle for existence, 
cool to the core, wills it." This statement conferred scientific sanctity to the 
harsh realities of 

the struggle for existence between the peoples, [which] causes the extermi
nation of the crude, immoral hordes .... Not the physically strongest, but 
the [morally] best ones triumph. If there were not a diversity of peoples, if 
there were no international rivalries, where would be the guarantee for the 
preservation of the fitness of the peoples, not to mention for the progress of 
humanity?3 

Thus, Kirchhoff-who was by no means alone in this matter, as we shall 
see-not only granted racial extermination the status of scientific 
inevitability, but he also made it seem righteous and noble. 

The significance of discussions about racism and racial extermination in 
Germany in the pre-World War I era can hardly be overstated. Whether 
imperialism was a cause or an effect of racism (or both) can be debated, but 
racism undeniably served as a justification for German colonialism, espe
cially its more oppressive features. Germany became infamous for crushing 
native uprisings, culminating in a controversial decree to annihilate all 
Hereros-men, women, and children-in German Southwest Mrica 
(today Namibia) in 1904 during the Herero Revolt. Some scholars consider 
the German response to the Herero Revolt the first attempted genocide of 
the twentieth century. Also, Germany's foreign policy, especially the rheto
ric surrounding Wilhelm II's controversial "world policy" (Weltpolitik) and 
concerns about the "Yellow Peril," cannot be understood outside the con
text of race discourse. Finally, Hitler's social Darwinist ideology-which 
developed in the years just around World War I-prominently featured 
racial conflict and racial extermination, and not only in relation to the Jews. 
To be sure, Jewish extermination was one of Hitler's highest priorities, but 
the extermination of other races was also part of his long-range agenda. 

The late nineteenth century, especially the period 1890-1914, was an 
important turning point for discourse on racism in general and racial 
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extermination in particular. Heinz Gollwitzer in his study on The Yellow 
Peril notes that in the final decade of the nineteenth century "the termi
nology of the racial struggle (Rassenkampj) was disseminated widely in the 
German press."4 Also widespread by that time was the idea that races are 
locked in a Darwinian struggle for existence that determines the destiny of 
humanity. This struggle, whether carried on through ruthless bloodshed or 
by more peaceful means, would ultimately result in the annihilation of the 
"inferior" races. Even some German pacifists, while objecting to warfare 
among European nations, saw nothing wrong with exterminating those 
races they deemed inferior. In fact, some pacifists wanted to avoid wars in 
Europe for the express purpose of winning the racial struggle for world 
supremacy. In their view, Europeans should turn their attention away from 
killing each other and instead concentrate on annihilating the "inferior" 
races. Ideas about racial extermination were not unique to Germany, but 
became very influential elsewhere also. H. G. Wells epitomized an influen
tial Anglo-American social Darwinist attitude when he stated that "there is 
only one sane and logical thing to be done with a really inferior race, and 
that is to exterminate it. "5 

Before the late nineteenth century, many atrocities occurred in the clash 
between Europeans and natives of other parts of the world. We all know 
that Christianity failed in practice to stop the extermination of many tribes 
and peoples (though, to be fair, some Christian leaders, especially mission
aries, protested against the oppression of natives by Europeans). However, 
under the dominance of Christian thinking, racial extermination could 
never develop into a coherent ideology. 6 The increasing secularization of 
European thought in the nineteenth century, in tandem with Darwinian 
ideas, opened the door for racial extermination by sweeping aside tradi
tional (Christian) moral objections and by reducing humans to soulless 
organisms. Darwinism also contributed to the growth of scientific racism, 
as we have already seen. 

Discourse about racial extermination drew heavily on Darwinian con
cepts, especially the struggle for existence. Darwin's idea of natural selection 
through the struggle for existence was derived from Malthus's view that 
organisms have a biological tendency toward overpopulation, causing most 
organisms to perish before reproducing. Thus, the mass destruction of organ
isms, including humans, was, according to Malthus and Darwin, 
inevitable. Social Darwinists consistently stressed population pressure as a 
continual source of human conflict, including racial conflict. The popula
tion expansion in Germany and most of Europe in the nineteenth century 
lent plausibility to Malthus's idea about the tendency of humans to repro
duce faster than their food supply. As the population expanded, Germans 
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were emigrating in large numbers, leading some German scholars and 
politicians to begin pressing for colonies as an outlet for German emigra
tion. This migrationist colonialism with its call for German colonial 
settlement would necessarily bring Germans into conflict with native 
peoples currently inhabiting those lands? 

The Darwinian struggle for existence between humans, resulting from 
the Malthusian imbalance between reproduction and the food supply, 
could take place on an individual level, but many nineteenth-century 
thinkers stressed national or racial competition as much or more than 
individual competition. Darwin himself stressed individual competition 
more, but he resorted to group competition to explain the origin of social 
instincts, altruism and morality in social animals and humans. Darwin 
clearly believed that the struggle for existence among humans would result 
in racial extermination. In Descent of Man he asserted, "At some future 
period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the civilised races of man 
will almost certainly exterminate and replace throughout the world the sav
age races."8 In 1881 Darwin warned W Graham against underestimating 
the efficacy of natural selection in advancing human civilization, since 
"The more civilised so-called Caucasian races have beaten the Turkish hol
low in the struggle for existence. Looking to the world at no very distant 
date, what an endless number of the lower races will have been eliminated 
by the higher civilised races throughout the world."9 Darwin once wrote a 
note that "natural selection is now acting on the inferior races when put 
into competition with the New Zealanders." 10 

As the leading Darwinist in Germany, Haeckel not only became a 
leading spokesman for scientific racism, but he also stressed the human 
struggle for existence and interpreted racial struggle as a significant part of 
it. Like Darwin, Haeckel believed that Malthus's population principle was 
essentially correct, meaning that many humans necessarily die without 
reproducing. Already in 1863, in his first public declaration of support for 
Darwinism, Haeckel insisted that humans, just like all other organisms, are 
engaged in a struggle for existence. 11 In The Natural History of Creation he 
clarified that the struggle for existence is most intense among members of 
the same species, and he explicitly included humans. Examples Haeckel 
provided for the human struggle for existence were normally peaceful. He 
stressed economic competition rather than violence, but in the final 
analysis it was still neighbor against neighbor and the unfit must ultimately 
perish. 12 

What were the implications of Haeckel's view of the human struggle for 
existence for racial competition? Based on his stance on racial inequality, 
the Malthusian population principle, and the human struggle for existence, 
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it would seem to follow that one aspect of the human struggle for existence 
would be racial competition that would lead to the extermination of 
"inferior" races. Indeed this is precisely the position Haeckel articulated. In 
The Natural History of Creation he wrote that Europeans were taking over 
the whole world, driving other races, such as the American Indians and 
Australian aborigines, to extinction. "Even if these races were to propagate 
more abundantly than the white Europeans," he stated, "yet sooner or later 
they would succumb to the latter in the struggle for existence."13 Later in 
the same book he explained that racial competition is part of the struggle 
for existence, this time including Mrican races among those succumbing to 
Europeans. 14 

With these views of racial struggle, it should come as no surprise that 
Haeckel supported German colonialism. He was a founding member of the 
Pan-German League in 1890-91, and many of his writings-including 
those written during his participation in pacifist activities-are sprinkled 
with comments supportive of German colonialism. 15 In his 1917 book, 
Eternity, he expressed horror that Germany's enemies in World War I were 
using non-European troops against them, calling this an "underhanded 
betrayal of the white race." These members of "wild" races simply did not 
have the same value as Europeans, according to Haeckel: "A single well
educated German warrior, though unfortunately they are now falling in 
droves, has a higher intellectual and moral value of life than hundreds of 
the raw primitive peoples, which England and France, Russia and Italy set 
against us." He predicted this fraternizing with other races would damage 
European authority in their colonies. Haeckel also made it clear that he 
supported German annexations in Europe and colonial acquisitions in 
Mrica. 16 

Haeckel was one of the earliest and certainly the most influential 
Darwinist to argue that racial extermination was a natural, unavoidable 
consequence of the human struggle for existence. In the 1860s to the 1890s 
a number of prominent Darwinian biologists, ethnologists, and other social 
thinkers took up the same theme in their writings. Though some stressed the 
peaceful nature of this racial competition-to-the-death, some admitted that 
the struggle often produced violent warfare. A few even seemed to glory in 
the brutality of the racial conflict, though many expressed regret at the 
inevitable extermination of the "inferior" races. These Darwinists all 
agreed, however, that the extermination of the "inferior" races was on the 
whole, a positive development leading to progress. 

The earliest example I have found in German sources of Darwinian 
justifications for racial extermination, appeared less than a year after 
Darwin published his theory. Oscar Peschel, editor of Das Ausland, the only 
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scholarly journal on geography and ethnology in mid-nineteenth century 
Germany, began promoting Darwinian theory immediately after Darwin's 
Origin of Species appeared. In 1860 he wrote an article on races, in which 
he argued that the two highest races are Caucasians, because they are the 
most intelligent, and black Africans, because they are the best-adapted race 
for the tropics. In the face of competition from whites and blacks, other 
races were dying out. The American Indians and Polynesians "could not be 
saved, their time had come, as soon as a white face appeared." Peschel 
exonerated Spaniards for slaughtering Indians, claiming that it was not 
brutaliry-they were merely following natural law. He stated, 

This is the historical course. If we view it with the eye of a geologist, and 
indeed a geologist which accepts the Darwinian theory, we must say that this 
extinction [of human races] is a natural ptocess, like the extinction of 
secondary animal and plant forms [in earlier geological eras]Y 

He thus accepted all the human death and misery of racial extermination 
with equanimiry, and legitimated his stance with an appeal to nature and 
sCience. 

Later, in his major work on ethnology, Peschel discussed the reasons for 
racial extinction, which, he believed, would inevitably befall all hunting 
and gathering peoples as well as some nomadic peoples. "This paleonto
logical occurrence should not be mysterious to us," he stated. But his own 
explanation for racial extinction still seems rather mysterious, for Peschel 
suggested that it was not the result of European brutaliry, nor disease nor 
alcohol. Rather the natives had simply lost the desire to live any longer. 
Faced with contact with "higher" races, the "lower" races simply stopped 
reproducing, sometimes even killing their offspring. Thus they brought 
about their own death. 18 

Peschel's position resonated with Hellwald, Peschel's successor as editor 
of Das Ausland and, like Peschel, a Darwinian ethnologist. In his 1880 
book, The Natural History of Humans, Hellwald called the decline of the 
Australian aborigines, which he and many contemporaries considered the 
lowest race in the world, "race suicide," since allegedly they had simply 
stopped reproducing. Hellwald showed no regret for the Australian aborig
ines, Tasmanians, or other races he consigned to extinction. Instead, he 
quoted with approval from an 1870 article by Peschel: 

Everything that we acknowledge as the right of the individual will have to yield 
to the urgent demands of human society, if it is not in accord with the latter. 
The decline of the Tasmanians therefore should be viewed as a geological or 
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paleontological fate: the stronger variety supplants the weaker. This extinction 
is sad in itself, but sadder still is the knowledge, that in this world the physical 
order treads down the moral order with every confrontation. 19 

Nature thus trumps ethics every time, so there is no point in decrying 
natural processes like racial extinction. 

In his earlier major work, The History of Culture (1875), which he 
dedicated to Haeckel, Hellwald was even more callous in his treatment of 
racial extermination. He derided all ethical considerations, maintaining 
that the ends justifY the means and that "in nature only one law rules, 
which is no law, the law of the stronger, of violence."2o He thoroughly 
agreed with the social Darwinist writer, Robert Byr, whom he quoted: 
"Whoever it may be, he must stride over the corpses of the vanquished; that 
is natural law. Whoever shrinks back in hesitation from this, deprives 
himself of the chance for existence. "21 Like most Darwinists, Hellwald con
sidered the extermination of "inferior" races a natural development neces
sary to bring progress, but unlike many of his contemporaries, he seemed 
to revel in the brutality of that struggle. 

While denying that humans have any innate conception of laws or 
rights, Hellwald insisted that they have aggressive instincts driving them
together with the Malthusian population imbalance-inevitably toward 
war and racial conflict. The Spaniards' brutal massacre of American Indians 
was an example of this racial struggle for existence, and "this conquest itself 
has been an inexpressible blessing" (see figure 10.1). He also asserted that 
the British were foolish to end slavery, which would only result in "the 
extinction of the Negroes," who can survive in slavery, but cannot compete 
with the white races in free competition.22 In a later book he blamed the 
American Indians-whom he called beasts of prey-for fighting a war of 
destruction against the "more civilized" white race. Hellwald made it sound 
as though the whites were merely defending themselves against wild beasts 
when they annihilated the Indians. 23 

Another early disciple of Darwin, the geologist Friedrich Rolle, who 
founded a short-lived journal in 1867 dedicated to promoting Darwinism, 
upheld views of racial extermination similar to those of Peschel and 
Hellwald. In his book on human evolution he discussed at length warfare 
and racial competition as part of the human struggle for existence, in which 
the inequality of races plays a prominent role. He considered the black 
Africans much closer than white Europeans to apes, both physically and 
mentally. Rolle specifically mentioned the American Indians, Australian 
aborigines, and black Africans as lower races dying out in competition from 
white Europeans. He brushed aside any moral considerations, since the 
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Figure 10.1 Illustration in Friedrich Hellwald's Kulturgeschichte (4th ed., 1896), 
with caption: "Spaniards allow their dogs to rip up Indians" 

"right of the stronger" is not subject to morality. Rather, "In the contest 
between peoples the proverb was and always will be valid: 'Better that I 
smash you, than you me.' " Besides, even if the destruction of the lower 
races is sad in some ways, he argued, it is advantageous for the survivors of 
the struggle and thus results in progress.24 

Another Darwinian biologist to endorse racial extermination was Oscar 
Schmidt, professor of zoology at the University of Strassburg. In the 1870s 
Schmidt wrote and lectured about the human applications of Darwinism, 
claiming scientific validity for human inequality and the struggle for exis
tence. He asserted that natural selection "is a pure question of might," not 
right.25 Because he viewed some races as mentally inferior, he concluded: 

If we contemplate the ethnology and anthropology of savages, not from the 
standpoint of philanthropists and missionaries, but as cool and sober natu
ralists, destruction in the struggle for existence as a consequence of their 
retardation (itself regulated by the universal conditions of development), is 
the natural course of things. 26 
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Schmidt thus used science to displace ethics and sympathy, transforming 
racial extermination from an atrocity into an inevitable-and by implica
tion, beneficial-phenomenon. 

Much more influential than Rolle or Schmidt was Ludwig Buchner, 
whose views on racial struggle reached a larger audience. Despite his oppo
sition to war, Buchner continued to believe that races were locked in a 
Darwinian struggle for existence that would ultimately result in the 
annihilation of "inferior" races. His position on racial inequality and racial 
competition was similar to Haeckel's early views. In the early 1870s he 
wrote, "The white or Caucasian human species [!] is ordained to take 
dominion of the earth, while the lowest human races, like Americans, 
Australians, AIfuren, Hottentots, and such others, are proceeding toward 
their destruction with huge steps." Buchner was not as explicit as Rolle, but 
he implied that racial extermination is a positive development.27 

So how did Buchner square his opposition to war with his view on racial 
extermination? I do not know for sure, for despite often discussing both 
issues separately, he never explained the relationship between war and racial 
competition. There are two ways that Buchner could have answered this 
question, however, both of which were upheld by some of his contempo
raries. He could have held that: (1) "inferior" races would die out through 
peaceful competition; or (2) warfare was justified against "inferior" races, 
but not against other "civilized," that is, European, peoples. 

Opting for the former explanation was Ernst Krause (usually writing 
under the pseudonym Carus Sterne), who behind Haeckel and Buchner 
was probably the most influential popularizer of Darwinism in Germany. 
Krause earned a doctorate in botany in 1866, but academic appointments 
were scarce in late nineteenth-century Germany, and he turned to writing 
about science, especially Darwinism, for a popular audience. He also edited 
Kosmos, a scientific journal devoted to Darwinism that enjoyed the support 
of leading Darwinian biologists, including Haeckel and Darwin himself. 
Krause took the same view of racial inequality as Haeckel, admitting 
that the "inferior" races were dying out as a result of contact with the more 
"civilized" races. However, this was not so much the result of bloody 
conflict as peaceful competition, as the example of the Tasmanians proved. 
The British even tried to save the Tasmanians, according to Krause, but in 
vain. "For the scientist this highly painful drama had great interest, inas
much as it showed him how the struggle for existence in some circum
stances entirely loses the character of violence and yet just as infallibly 
favors the rise of the more capable race.,,28 Krause remained rather vague 
about the cause of the Tasmanians' deaths, calling it mysterious, but some
how ascribing it to the struggle for existence made it seem more explicable. 
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Thus, according to Krause, Europeans were only indirectly responsible for 
the death of "lower" races, whose extinction would widen the gap between 
humans and apes. 

By the end of the 1870s quite a few social Darwinists had already 
discussed racial extermination in their writings, but in the 1880s two new 
currents of thought would emerge to foster social Darwinist racism even 
more in the German academy. First, law professor and sociologist Ludwig 
Gumplowicz developed his Darwinian-inspired sociology of group conflict, 
focussing on Racial Struggle, the title of his 1884 book. Second, the geog
rapher Ratzel began publishing his theory of Lebensraum (living space), 
which, though more subtle in its treatment of racial struggle than 
Gumplowids theory, nonetheless served imperialists well as a justification 
for racial conquest. 

Gumplowicz's ideas were not radically new. As we have seen, many social 
Darwinists had already presented racial conflict as a part of the Darwinian 
struggle for existence, just as Gumplowicz did. But Gumplowicz system
atized and elaborated on many of the ideas we have already examined, plac
ing racial struggle at the center of his analysis. He stated, "The racial 
struggle for dominion in all its forms, whether open and violent, or latent 
and peaceful, is therefore the actual driving principle, the moving force of 
history." Gumplowicz believed that racial hatred was ingrained in the 
human breast, manifesting itself in racial conflict, including violence and 
bloodshed; violent enslavement and extermination of races is simply a part 
of the natural order.29 Where Gumplowicz differed from most social 
Darwinists of his time-and even more so from Gobineau and his German 
adherents-was by defining race as a sociological category, not a biological 
category.3D As a Polish Jew teaching at the German-speaking University of 
Graz in the multiethnic Austro-Hungarian Empire, Gumplowicz had first
hand knowledge of ethnic rivalries. By presenting ethnic hostility as 
inevitable and "scientific," Gumplowicz provided further grist for the mill 
of racist imperialists. Gumplowicz's term "racial struggle" became firmly 
entrenched in race discourse by the early twentieth century. 

Unlike Gumplowicz, Ratzel rarely used the term "racial struggle" in his 
writings, though in his university lectures he told his students that since 
races are no longer physically separated by natural boundaries in the 
modern world, "the world is everywhere filled with racial struggles."31 The 
concept of racial struggle, however, resonated quite well with his concept of 
Lebensraum (living space), which became a powerful intellectual construct 
supporting imperialism and the extermination of "primitive peoples," as 
Ratzel and many of his contemporaries called them. In Being and Becoming 
Ratzel argued that the extermination of "primitive peoples" by Europeans 
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was a powerful example of Darwinian natural selection in operation: 

And can we any longer doubt the existence of natural selection, when we 
read, how the last remnant of primitive peoples melt like snow in sunshine, 
as soon as they come into contact with the European, and how the European 
peoples for three centuries have populated entire large continents.32 

Ratzel's geographical theory, which he hoped would become "nothing 
less than the foundation of a new theory of humanity," focussed on human 
migrations and the "struggle for space" (Kampf um Raum), or as he later 
termed it, Lebensraum. 33 Ratzel derived this idea from his friend, Moritz 
Wagner, whom he considered second only to Haeckel in contributing to 
evolutionary theory among German scientists.34 Wagner was a geographer 
and ethnologist who devoted much of his career to formulating a theory of 
biological evolution, featuring migration as the key mechanism behind 
speciation. Wagner had already used the phrase "struggle for space" in 1868 
(actually, Rolle had used it two years earlier, but it is unclear if Wagner 
derived it from him).35 Though Wagner saw his migration theory as an 
alternative to Darwin's theory of natural selection, most Darwinists incor
porated his insights on migration into Darwinian theory. There was no 
reason, after all, why migration and the struggle for existence could not 
both have validity (we must remember that other mechanisms, such as 
Lamarckism, were often synthesized with Darwinian selection in the late 
nineteenth century, too). 

Ratzel claimed that his concept of the struggle for Lebensraum was 
simply more accurate terminology to describe the Darwinian struggle for 
existence. In his book entitled Lebensraum he overtly applied the concept 
to humans, noting on the first page that biogeography must include 
anthropo-geography. He gave examples of struggles between human 
groups, such as the extermination of the American Indians by Europeans. 
Thus Ratzel's concept of Lebensraum clearly included the extermination of 
"less civilized" peoples or non-European races. 36 With Ratzel's stress on 
population expansion forcing people to migrate, together with his empha
sis on controlling land, it is no surprise that he advocated German colo
nialism, both in his writing and in his participation in the Pan-German 
League.3? Ratzel was purposely subtle in his writing, confessing in 1897 to 
a colleague, 

The main idea in this political geography cannot be expressed, i.e., not in 
print. Briefly I can formulate it thus: If we Germans are to take the great 
position in humanity determined for us, then we must become clear about 
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what a people (Volk) on this earth can and should do by virtue of its 
situation.38 

Ratzel thus intended his book, Political Geography, to stir up his fellow 
Germans to colonize other parts of the globe, even though he rarely 
mentioned a specific role for Germany. 

He did, however, stress the need for European colonization: "For all 
rapidly expanding peoples, finding a place for their emigrants is a matter of 
life and death and will become the occasion for political difficulties for 
those who have no large colonies at their disposal." But how should this 
colonization proceed? Ratzel discussed three main ways to colonize other 
lands: (1) by allowing the indigenous populations to control the land and 
establishing trade; (2) by subduing the native populations and exploiting 
their labor; or (3) by Europeans taking over the land and farming it. Since 
the whole purpose of colonization was to find new living space for an 
expanding population, he favored the third form as the most effective. He 
also left no doubt about the need for wars of conquest, which "quickly and 
completely displace the inhabitants, for which North America, southern 
Brazil, Tasmania, and New Zealand provide the best examples." While 
Ratzel never relied on biological racism to support the extermination of 
other peoples, he did present the conflict between different peoples as part 
of a Darwinian "struggle for space."39 Thus both Ratzel and Gumplowicz, 
though treating race as a cultural or sociological category more than a 
biological one, both presented the extermination of "less civilized" peoples 
as a natural consequence of the Darwinian struggle for existence. 

Gumplowicz's idea of racial struggle resonated with Gustav Ratzenhofer, 
a retired Austrian military officer with a naturalistic worldview. He became 
a leading disciple of Gumplowicz and developed a systematic sociology 
based on Darwinism and racial struggle. Gumplowicz called Ratzenhofer a 
genius, whose work was even more complete than his own.40 Ratzenhofer, 
drawing on both Gumplowicis and Ratzel's social theories, believed poli
tics was driven by population pressure, causing a Darwinian struggle for 
expansion: "Gaining territory (Raum) is fundamentally the purpose of 
every political struggle."41 Since he believed that races varied considerably 
in their physical and especially mental abilities, in the racial struggle for 
existence some would triumph and exterminate their competitors, thereby 
increasing the distance between humans and apes.42 He prophesied that 
"the civilized races will annihilate the less valued ones in the former colo
nial territories." Ratzenhofer dismissed any attempt to apply ethical stan
dards to politics or the racial struggle. Ethics and politics, he said, simply 
don't mix. In fact, like many fellow Darwinists, he considered ethics the 
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product of the human struggle for existence, especially the racial struggle.43 

After 1900 Ratzenhofer also came under the influence of Chamberlain, 
espousing Aryan racism and anti-Semitism. He believed that ultimately 
most races on the globe would be exterminated, leaving only the "superior" 
Aryan race to compete with the Jews.44 

Some imperialists took Darwinian rhetoric to heart and used it to 
support ruthless colonial policies. Karl Peters, famous for bringing German 
dominion to Southeast Africa (presently Tanzania), believed that human 
history was subject to natural laws, including Darwin's law of natural selec
tion through the struggle for existence. He argued that "if Darwin is right, 
then perhaps a time would be conceivable, in which they [Germans and 
British] would be the sole lords of this earth." Though Peters did not 
explicitly endorse racial extermination, his thinking seems to push in that 
direction. For him colonial policy was aimed not at elevating indigenous 
peoples, as some imperialists claimed, but rather "the ruthless and resolute 
enrichment of one's own people at the expense of the other weaker 
peoples." Further, he saw colonies as outlets for German population expan
sion, and claimed that in the future only the Indo-Germanic and the East 
Asian races would survive.45 Taken as a whole, his views imply the ultimate 
extermination of Africans and other "inferior" races by Europeans. 

By the 1890s and early 1900s Darwinism had become well-entrenched 
in Germany. Racial theorizing, most of which was laced with Darwinian 
rhetoric, was heating up, capturing the imagination of ever wider audi
ences. Earlier most discussions of racial struggle and extermination were 
tucked away in brief passages in longer articles or books on various topics 
(Gumplowicz was an exception), but in the 1890s and especially after 1900 
there was a proliferation of books and articles discussing racial struggle. For 
some thinkers race became the universal key to interpreting history, society, 
and culture. 

For many of those applying race struggle to history, racial degeneration 
became the favorite explanation for the decline of past civilizations. The 
historian Otto Seeck in his book, The History o/the Downfall o/the Ancient 
World, explained that the Greeks and Romans had declined because they 
had eliminated the biologically best people through civil wars, internal vio
lence, and corruption. Biologically inherited cowardice flourished late in 
the Roman Empire, according to Seeck, leading it to ruin.46 While Seeck 
focussed on internal reasons for racial decline, many race theorists believed 
that the downfall of Greek and Roman civilization occurred because of 
racial mixture with "inferior" races. 

Eugenics discourse would also at times help in the dissemination of 
ideas abour racial extermination. We have already seen that eugenicists 
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preached biological inequality and campaigned to rid the world of 
"inferior" (minderwertig) or "degenerate" people. Most eugenicists concen
trated on regenerating their own nation through measures either encourag
ing, discouraging, or even prohibiting reproduction of certain individuals, 
depending on their perceived biological value. However, even when race 
was not a primary consideration, it often lurked in the background. 
Biological improvement of Europeans would give them a greater advantage 
in the struggle against other races, while biological degeneration-which 
many eugenicists feared was occurring-might lead to disaster for 
Europeans in the global struggle for existence. 

Woltmann, like other social Darwinists we have examined, believed not 
only in racial inequality, but also that races were locked in an eternal strug
gle for existence that led to the extinction of "lower" races. Woltmann 
admitted that this process occurred first and foremost through "the war of 
extermination." He believed that the Germanic race, as the only culture
producing race, would eventually conquer the globe: "The Germanic race 
is called to encompass the earth with its dominion, to exploit the treasures 
of nature and the labor forces, and to make the passive races serving mem
bers of their cultural development." Unlike some of his contemporaries, 
however, Woltmann did not call on his fellow Germans to unite to fight the 
struggle for existence against other races. On the contrary, he considered 
the racial struggle among different branches of the German race beneficial, 
too, for 

the German is the greatest and most dangerous enemy to the German. To 
banish this enmity from the world would mean ro abolish the development 
of culture at its foundation; it would be a childish endeavor to break the laws 
of nature through dreamingY 

For Woltmann, then, unlike many earlier social Darwinists, racial struggle 
even included in-fighting within the Germanic race. 

Lapouge, a member of Woltmann's circle, also viewed history as a 
process of Darwinian natural selection and forthrightly stated that the 
destruction of millions of people of "inferior" races was beneficial for the 
future of humanity. In an 1887 essay Lapouge stated, 

In the next century people will be slaughtered by the millions for the sake of 
one or two degrees on the cephalic index [i.e., cranial measurements popu
lar with physical anthropologists J .... the superior races will substitute 
themselves by force for the human groups retarded in evolution, and the last 
sentimentalists will witness the copious extermination of entire peoples.48 
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Jennifer Michael Hecht argues that Lapouge was not actually advocating 
mass extermination in this passage, but rather calling for measures to avert 
future extermination. However, on the whole, it seems Lapouge did favor 
racial extermination. Hecht implies this, in any case, for she presents him 
as a forerunner of the Holocaust and stresses not only his Aryan racism, but 
his "anti-morality" and his attack on the prohibition against killing. 

Another member ofWoltmann's circle, Ammon, also regarded the strug
gle between races a crucial and inescapable part of the struggle for existence. 
He exulted in war as a part of the Darwinian struggle for existence: 

In its complete effect war is a good deed for humanity, since it offers the only 
means to measure the powers of nations and to grant the victory to the 
fittest. War is the highest and most majestic form of the struggle for existence 
and cannot be dispensed with, and thus also cannot be abolished.49 

Ammon not only theorized about war; he also joined the Pan-German 
League and sponsored meetings promoting German navalism (and thus 
imperialism).50 In 1900 he wrote an article arguing that because of popu
lation expansion, the white races must gain new space: "The inferior races 
(blacks, Indians) would thereby succumb in the struggle."51 He also 
considered mixed races inferior and thereby doomed to failure and 
"destruction through the struggle for existence, for they were only pro
duced as an unavoidable byproduct of the process producing better 
[racesl."52 Not only did Ammon promote the idea of racial struggle in his 
writings, but he also tried to recruit the Austrian racial theorist Matthaus 
Much to write articles for a Baden newspaper on the racial struggles in the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. 53 

Though Woltmann and his circle were outsiders to academic circles, 
they exerted considerable influence, both inside and outside the universi
ties, despite the opposition they encountered. Many anthropologists in the 
academic community in the first two decades of the twentieth century, 
especially the younger generation, adopted social Darwinist racism and 
considered racial struggle and racial extermination inevitable. The promi
nent anthropologist Eugen Fischer, a follower of Woltmann's racial theo
ries, in his 1908 study of the so-called "bastards" of Rehoboth (descendants 
of European fathers and black Mrican mothers in German Southwest 
Mrica) maintained that in free competition with Europeans the blacks and 
half-blacks would perish. How then should Europeans treat these "inferior" 
people? Fischer recommended strict segregation from the natives and treat
ing natives in whatever way is most beneficial to Europeans. For the time 
being, it may be wise to allow them to increase their population, so they 
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can provide labor for Europeans, he thought. But once they are no longer 
useful, he asserted, they must be done away with. He stated, 

Therefore one should guarantee to them only the measure of protection that 
they need as a race inferior to us, in order to survive, but no more, and only 
so long as they are useful to us-otherwise [allow] free competition, which 
in my opinion means [their] demise! This viewpoint sounds almost brutally 
egoistic-but whoever thinks through the racial concept and the points por
trayed in the above section on "Psychology," cannot take any other view. 54 

Thus Fischer claimed the authority of his scientific investigations for a 
brutal policy of colonial exploitation and even racial extermination. 

Even those anthropologists who resisted Woltmann's race theories did 
not always escape the lure of social Darwinist ideology. The first professor 
of anthropology at the University of Berlin, Felix von Luschan, was liberal 
enough in his racial views that he was invited to address the Universal Race 
Congress in 1911, a meeting committed to fostering reconciliation among 
races and peoples. 55 They were in for a surprise. Luschan began byadmit
ting that no race is inferior to another, but later warned against allowing 
"coarser or less refined elements," such as blacks, Asians, and even Eastern 
Europeans, to immigrate into "civilized" nations. Near the end of his 
speech he opposed the very purposes of the congress he was addressing, 
stating, 

The brotherhood of man is a good thing, but the struggle for life is a far bet
ter one. Athens would never have become what it was, without Sparta, and 
national jealousies and differences, and even the most cruel wars, have ever 
been the real causes of progress and mental freedom. As long as man is not 
born with wings, like the angels, he will remain subject to the eternal laws of 
Nature, and therefore he will always have to struggle for life and existence. 
No Hague Conferences, no International Tribunals, no international papers 
and peace societies, and no Esperanto or other international language, will 
ever be able to abolish war .... natural law will never allow racial barriers to 
fall ... Nations will come and go, but racial and national antagonism will 
remain.56 

So much for racial reconciliation. 
Luschan was not alone, for the two leading theorists of social Darwinist 

militarism, Steinmetz and Klaus Wagner, upheld similar views. Steinmetz 
argued that wars of all kinds, whether between "civilized" peoples or 
between different races, are selective and thus bring progress. He explicitly 
discussed the contest between Europeans, Asians and Africans, which will 
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be decided not by peaceful competition, but by war. He welcomed racial 
conflict, calling for "Selection and extermination in Asia and Africa and 
berween both of them and the old, tired, peace-loving Europe!"57 Wagner's 
stance was even more extreme, for as a follower ofWoltmann and his cir
cle, race was his primary concern. In the contest berween Europeans, 
Asians, and Africans, he asserted, 

Only one group can remain as ruler. The two others will be destroyed, where 
they are in the way of the stronger race, and enslaved, where they can serve 
them .... We Germans have the power to destroy and smash the might and 
future of the two other groups, if we clearly see this necessity, vigorously arm 
ourselves, and keep our blood pure ... 58 

As we can see with Wagner, Steinmetz, and Fischer, rhetoric about racial 
extermination-horrible as it was already in the 1860s to the 1870s-was 
becoming increasingly inflammatory. 

It was also disseminating widely. Prominent professors, like Max von 
Gruber, a leading hygienist and eugenicist, were advocating German pop
ulation expansion and imperialism to wrest land away from indigenous 
peoples. Gruber dismissed racial equality as a fiction, and explained racial 
antipathy as a natural consequence of racial differences. Each ethnic group, 
such as the French or Slavs, sees nothing wrong with "tromping on such 
low worms" (i.e., other ethnic groups), if it is advantageous to them. 
Gruber strongly implied that he saw nothing wrong with "tromping on" 
other peoples and races, since in his world of Malthusian scarcity, one could 
only choose berween trouncing others or being trounced. 59 Other figures 
on the fringe of the eugenics movement, like Hentschel and Driesmans, 
were intensely racist and did not hesitate to discuss the extermination of the 
"inferior" races.60 Viennese occultist race theorists, led by Guido von List 
and JOrg Lanz von Liebenfels, likewise warned about the threat of other 
races and the blessings of their elimination.61 All these figures used social 
Darwinist arguments to justifY or even advocate racial extermination. 

It is not surprising that Darwinian militarists justified racial extermina
tion. What seems incongruous, however, is that some pacifists and propo
nents of peace eugenics, who often criticized the views of social Darwinist 
militarists, also advocated racial extermination. This position is only intel
ligible once we understand that most German pacifists were not absolute 
pacifists and opposed war only in its modern European form. Many paci
fists considered population expansion a legitimate cause for colonization, 
but some, like Otto Umfrid, a leading figure in the German Peace Society, 
believed colonization could be a peaceful process-Europeans should only 
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move to areas of low population density.62 But not all German pacifists 
were committed to peaceful expansion, especially in areas occupied by races 
they deemed inferior. What is striking about much pacifist rhetoric is the 
frequent appeal to peace among the "civilized" nations and peoples, imply
ing that the "uncivilized" may not be included.63 

Ploetz, as we saw in the last chapter, was ambivalent about war, but he 
was not at all ambivalent about racial struggle. In his 1911 tract written to 
recruit German youth into the Nordic Ring he warned that Germans and 
their fellow Nordic types were engaged in a "struggle for existence against 
the other races." In order to win this struggle, he suggested increasing 
reproduction and then providing economically for the growing population, 
if necessary by warfare, since, "Only the race that consistently has the great
est excess natality will, in the end of the struggles, have conquered the 
world."64 

Another indication that Ploetz was not committed to peace in racial 
relations was the Archery Club he founded in Munich in 1911, which 
included in its membership some leading Munich eugenicists. Except for a 
brief mention of "cultivating a volkisch (ethnic) mentality," the official 
statutes seem innocuous. 65 However, Lenz, a member of the Archery Club, 
informed Schemann that the goal of the club was "the cultivation of racial 
thought," so he donated Schemann's book on Gobineau to the club's 
library.66 Ploetz confided to Gerhart Hauptmann that the real purpose of 
the Archery Club was to cultivate the "primitive instinct of preservation" 
and to strengthen the German race by recalling the old tribal solidarity.67 
Using bows and arrows to emphasize racial unity and strength is suggestive 
of martial intent. Ploetz made this point even more explicitly, when he con
gratulated Luschan for upholding the necessity of war among races and 
nations in his 1911 speech at the Universal Race Congress. Ploetz opposed 
the congress because of its emphasis on racial reconciliation.68 

Ploetz's concern over the racial struggle for existence emerges clearly 
enough in his writings and speeches, though often he toned it down a bit. 
In his speech to the First International Eugenics Congress in 1912 on 
"Neo-Malthusianism and Race Hygiene," Ploetz opposed birth control as 
a danger to Europeans, especially the "highly endowed Nordic (Teutonic or 
Germanic) race" in its struggle against Mrican and Asian races.69 Thus for 
Ploetz, eugenics was a means to win the Darwinian racial struggle. 

Though less racist than Ploetz, Schallmayer likewise saw eugenics as a 
means to revitalize the white race in its competition with other races?O Like 
other eugenicists, he interpreted the decline of "primitive" races through 
the lenses of Darwinian struggle. The less fit races-here Schallmayer listed 
the Australian and Pacific natives, the Hottentots, and the American 
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Indians-" were only capable of existing, as long as they were protected from 
competition with the superior European race. "71 On the other hand, unlike 
many of his contemporaries, Schallmayer spoke highly of the Chinese and 
noted that the black Africans were not dying out in the face of European 
colonization. 

Some eugenicists were even more actively involved in the pacifist move
ment than Ploetz or Schallmayer, but even so, most of them continued to 

believe that certain races would ultimately perish in the Darwinian strug
gle for existence. August Fore!' a prominent Swiss psychiatrist who proba
bly deserves to be called the grandfather of the German eugenics 
movement, was well known for his participation in the peace movement 
(and the socialist and women's movements as well). He remained true to his 
pacifist convictions during World War I-the carnage only made him more 
anxious to promote peace. Ironically, however, he was even more racist than 
Schallmayer, whom he criticized for not placing enough emphasis on racial 
inequality.72 In his memoirs he confessed that the race issue was an impor
tant concern to him. Based on his view of racial inequality and his desire to 

find ways of promoting biological progress, he wrestled with the following 
questions: "Which races can be of service in the further evolution of 
mankind, and which are useless? And if the lowest races are useless, how can 
they be gradually extinguished?"73 Though he never provided a clear 
answer to the latter question, he did on occasion suggest that "inferior" 
races need to be eliminated. In an 1899 article, "On Ethics," he argued that 
ethics needs to focus on two issues: suppressing races "dangerous to culture" 
and improving "our own race" through eugenics?4 To be sure, Forel never 
advocated slaughtering those of other races, but he clearly wanted their 
eventual elimination. He also advised against extending sympathy to those 
of all races, since some are "simultaneously so fertile and of so inferior qual
ity" that if we treated them nicely and allowed them to reproduce among 
us, "they would soon have eliminated us." If this happened, he warned, "the 
most cruel barbarism, which rests in their instincts, would gain the upper 
hand."75 Forel, like so many other social Darwinists, thus thought that 
eliminating "inferior" races will rid the world of immorality. 

Another advocate of peace eugenics who remained true to pacifist 
convictions during World War I was Helene Stocker, the leader of the 
League for the Protection of Mothers. Stocker tirelessly promoted her "new 
ethics," which drew heavily on Darwinism, eugenics, and Nietzsche. 
Concerning war, she declared, "It is clear that from this cultural stance we 
come to condemn war, this mass murder, which is opposed to all eugenics 
ideals."76 During World War I Stocker remained firm in her opposition to 
war, warning about its deleterious effects on the health and vitality of 



202 From Darwin to Hitler 

society. However, Stocker's concern was embedded in larger concerns about 
racial competition. She believed that 

this war of the white races among themselves immensely threatens the 
domination of the white race in relation to the yellow and black races. If 
before the war we could hear so often about the dangers of the yellow race, 
since then this danger has multiplied tremendously.77 

In this same article she called the goal of eugenics "the dominion of the 
most valuable race," that is, the white race. Unity among the white races 
would facilitate this goal. Thus Stocker saw pacifism as a means to facilitate 
European domination of other races.78 It is hard to understand how 
Europeans could dominate other races without engaging in colonial war
fare, but perhaps she believed that peaceful competition would decide the 
racial struggle. In any case, after World War I Stocker embraced an absolute 
pacifism that rejected all wars, including wars of imperialism.79 

Stocker was not the only eugenics enthusiast concerned about the 
"Yellow Peril." Ehrenfels was so convinced of the contraselective effects of 
modern warfare that he suffered a mental breakdown in the middle of 
World War I, depressed by the slaughter of those he deemed biologically 
most valuable.so Despite his antipathy for war, however, he continually 
warned about the "Yellow Peril," since he saw Asians as the chief threat to 

Europeans in the racial struggle. His fear of Chinese racial prowess led him 
to the conclusion that "if there is no change in current practices, this will 
lead to the annihilation of the white race by the yellow race."Sl Ehrenfels' 
interpretation of racial struggle and racial annihilation was clearly 
Darwinian. He claimed that he had "biologically proven" that monoga
mous Westerners could not survive in the struggle for existence with the 
polygamous Mongolian race [i.e., East Asians], unless Europeans took 
measures to regenerate themselves biologically. S2 Ehrenfels called for 
polygamy as the key to biological improvement. Though Ehrenfels was not 
explicit on this point, presumably the end result of his program to elevate 
Europeans would be the annihilation of East Asians, as well as other races, 
whom Ehrenfels considered far inferior to Europeans and Asians. 

G. F. Nicolai, a physiologist at the University of Berlin, was so commit
ted to pacifism that he was imprisoned during World War I for opposing 
the war in his lectures. While in prison, he wrote an anti-war book, 
The Biology of Wtir. In his book Nicolai was consistent in opposing all wars, 
including wars against "inferior" races. However, his reasoning is 
interesting. There is no need to fight wars against the "inferior" races, 
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Nicolai argued, since 

Practically these peoples will undoubtedly be exterminated gradually by the 
white race, but it has been apparent for a long time that it would be highly 
foolish to wage war against these peoples. They disappear on their own, 
when they come into contact with whites, for the bloodless war is always 
more effective than the bloody one.83 

He admitted that in the racial struggle East Asians were the most danger
ous competitors to Europeans, but instead of fighting them militarily, he 
suggested using eugenics to improve the Europeans biologically. This 
would lead to ultimate victory, while military conflict is more hazardous.84 

It should be clear that among the German educated elites the notion was 
widespread that racial extermination is an inevitable process that may be 
lamentable, but is ultimately beneficial for humanity. Only through racial 
extermination could humanity improve biologically and advance to higher 
cultural levels, since the "lower" races are not mentally capable of produc
ing culture. I have demonstrated the prevalence of such ideas among social 
Darwinists and eugenicists, including some who called themselves pacifists. 
Racism existed long before Darwinism, of course, but Darwinism did 
radicalize racism in the late nineteenth century, providing scientific justifi
cation for racial inequality, racial competition, and even racial extermina
tion. 85 In harmony with the rising tide of positivism and materialism, 
Darwinism also helped sweep aside ethical considerations, which had been 
a restraint on racial extermination (albeit not always very effective). 

Many Germans still opposed racial extermination, to be sure. Racial 
egalitarianism was still strong in some circles, especially among socialists 
and Catholics. Both these groups exerted political influence, and they used 
their representation in German parliament to oppose policies directed at 
exterminating indigenous races in German colonies. Another reason some 
Germans, including many colonial administrators, opposed racial extermi
nation was because of the widespread belief that tropical regions were 
unsuitable for European settlement. Those upholding this view-including 
many colonial physicians who supported eugenics policies-favored 
increasing indigenous populations, so Germans could exploit their labor. 
Thus some German eugenics proponents sought ways to improve the non
European races, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Their ultimate goal, 
however, was to benefit Germany, not the indigenous peoples. 86 Despite 
these contrary currents, racial extermination was becoming more and more 
intellectually acceptable by the early twentieth century. 
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Though anti-Semitism has dominated the attention of many scholars 
examining German racism-for obvious reasons-we can see that ideas 
about racial extermination were not necessarily connected to anti
Semitism. More often than not when social Darwinists and eugenicists 
spoke about inferior races, they meant non-European races, especially 
American Indians, Australian aborigines, blacks, and East Asians. Though 
some of the social Darwinists and eugenicists I have discussed were anti
Semitic in varying degrees-some rabidly so-very few of them ever 
referred to the extermination of Jews. On the other hand, some social 
Darwinists even opposed anti-Semitism, and some German and Austrian 
Jews (Gumplowicz, for example) justified racial struggle and racial exter
mination, just as other German thinkers did. Of course, there were some 
anti-Semitic thinkers advocating elimination of the Jews, and even a few 
radical anti-Semites advocating extermination, as Daniel Goldhagen has 
reminded us (while overstating his case).87 But the notion of racial 
extermination was much more widespread in forms not associated with 
anti-Semitism, especially among the educated elites. 

In fact, not all leading anti-Semites, even those embracing the idea of 
Darwinian racial struggle and extermination, thought the Jews should be 
eliminated by violent means. Viewing the Jews as "subhuman," Theodor 
Fritsch believed that "the struggle against Jews is a question of progress and 
spiritual elevation" and "a mighty lever of moral purification." He rejected 
violence against the Jews, however, since boycotts and ostracism would suf
fice. 88 He vehemently denied reports that he and his associates wanted to 

exterminate Jews. On the contrary, he declared, he wanted them to have the 
opportunity to develop their own culture-but only in some far-away land, 
not in Germany.89 

Adolf Harpf (pseudonym for Adolf Hagen) proposed an even more 
peaceful means of eliminating the Jews-mixed marriages between 
Germans and Jews. Harpf was a journalist who wrote many articles and 
pamphlets on biological racism, including several numbers of Lanz von 
Liebenfels' Ostara journal. Deeply influenced by Darwinian theory, he 
wrote a Festschrift on Darwinian ethics for Carneri on his eightieth birth
day. Harpf saw a Darwinian racial struggle leading to extermination every
where that races came into contact: "History gives us examples in every 
epoch of the unavoidable struggles of annihilation between human races .... 
In short everywhere we find and have found racial hatred and, necessarily 
arising from it, racial war, where racial differences are present." Even 
though he viewed Jews as unequal and irreconcilable to Germans, he 
thought the only humane way to escape the struggle of annihilation was 
by mixing the races.90 This solution did not find much resonance in 
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anti-Semitic circles, largely because most biological racists considered racial 
mixing harmful, leading to degeneration. Harpf and Fritsch may have 
eschewed violent solutions to the "Jewish Question," but their doctrine of 
racial differences and racial struggle were pernicious nonetheless. 

So what practical effect did these ideas about racial extermination have? 
First of all, the most immediate impact was on German imperialism and 
colonial policy. German colonialist propaganda lacked the religious and 
humanitarian rhetoric so characteristic of British imperialist discourse, rely
ing instead on social Darwinist and biological racist arguments. No won
der, then, that German colonial officials often denied that natives had a 
right to live, unless they were serving German interests. 91 

Both Gollwitzer and Ute Mehnert in their analyses of German discourse 
about the "Yellow Peril" agree that social Darwinism was a fundamental 
feature of rhetoric about racial struggle against East Asians. Wilhelm II 
made liberal use of this rhetoric, informing Theodore Roosevelt in 1905, 

I foresee in the future a fight for life and death between the "White" and the 
"Yellow" for their sheer existence. The sooner therefore the Nations belong
ing to the "White Race" understand this and join in common defense against 
the coming danger, the better.92 

Thus underlying Wilhelm II's "world policy" was a view in which racial 
struggle and racial extermination were inevitable. 

The dehumanizing tendencies of racism also played a key role in the 
genocide of the Hereros during the Herero Revolt (I 904-06), since most 
Germans considered black Africans little more than animals.93 One 
German missionary lamented that 

the average German here looks upon and treats the natives as creatures being 
more or less on the same level as baboons (their favourite word to describe 
the natives) and deserving to exist only inasfar as they are of some benefit to 

the white man .... Such a mentality breeds harshness, deceit, exploitation, 
injustice, rape and, not infrequently, murder as wel1. 94 

The German crushing of the Herero Revolt was the first attempt at geno
cide of the twentieth century. General Trotha, the German military com
mander in Southwest Africa, ordered the annihilation of all Hereros-men, 
women, and children-in what he called a "racial war." He explicitly justi
fied racial annihilation using Darwinian concepts. In a newspaper article he 
stated that Germans should not resist his order of extermination on the 
basis of the economic value of the Hereros, which was a common argument 
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against Trotha. He stated, "We cannot dispense with them [the natives] at 
first, but finally they must retreat. Where the labor of the white man is 
climatically possible, ... the philanthropic disposition will not rid the 
world of the above-mentioned law of Darwins, the 'struggle of the fittest 
[sic].' "95 Thus Trotha tried to counter the moral indignation of his oppo
nents by claiming scientific sanction for racial struggles. 

Trotha's decree of annihilation aroused considerable controversy in 
Germany. Many German officials were horrified by Trotha's policy, includ
ing the governor of the colony and the German chancellor Bernhard von 
Bulow, who criticized it as "contradictory to all Christian and humane 
principles." In the Reichstag debates over Trotha's decree, however, only the 
Social Democrats and the Catholic Center Party took a principled stance 
against racial extermination; most liberals, on the other hand, manifested 
virulent racism.96 General von Schlieffen, Trotha's superior, privately sup
ported Trotha, believing that "Racial war, once it has broken out, can only 
be ended by the destruction of one of the parties."97 For practical reasons, 
however, Schlieffen eventually convinced a reluctant Emperor Wilhelm II to 
annul Trotha's decree. It was much too late for most of the Hereros, how
ever, since an estimated 81 percent of the Hereros actually perished through 
the brutal German policies. The attitudes behind Trotha's decree were 
clearly shaped by the rhetoric of racial struggle and racial extermination.98 

Finally, an ideology of racial extermination would captivate the minds 
not only of Hitler, but also of many other Germans of his time, who would 
support him and cooperate with his attempts to create a racial utopia. 
Hitler's ideas were by no means idiosyncratic, even though they were not 
dominant in German thought, either. In chapter 11 we examine the way 
that Hitler understood and applied many of the ideas we have examined in 
this book, especially the ideology of racial extermination, which bore 
wicked fruit when applied with his pitiless logic. 



4. Impacts ~ 



11. Hitler's Ethic ~ 

Did Hitler even have an ethic? Since Hitler is the epitome of evil, some 
will think it absurd even to consider the possibility that morality 
played a significant role in his worldview. In order to perpetrate such 

radical evil, many assume, he must have been either an immoral opportunist 
or else as an amoral nihilist. Gisela Bock, for instance, in her works on eugen
ics and sterilization properly stresses the Nazi devaluing of human life and 
rejection of humane ethics. 1 However, by accenting only what the Nazis 
opposed morally, she only gives one side of the stoty. Did they replace humane 
ethics with an inhumane ethic, or did they abandon morality altogether? 

Undoubtedly Hitler was immoral, but Eberhard Jackel has convinced 
most historians that Hitler was not a mere opportunist. Rather he was a 
principled politician with a well-defined worldview that he pursued relent
lessly.2 Jackel does not specifically analyze Hitler's views on ethics and 
morality, but it is clear from Hitler's writings and speeches that he was not 
amoral at all. On the contrary, he was highly moralistic and consistently 
applied his vision of morality to policy decisions, including waging war and 
genocide. It may be difficult for us to grasp this, but in Hitler's worldview 
war and genocide were not only morally justifiable, but morally praisewor
thy. Hitler was ultimately so dangerous, then, precisely because his policies 
and decisions were based on coherent, but pernicious, ethical ideas.3 

One also cannot comprehend Hitler's immense popularity in Germany 
without understanding the ethical dimension to his worldview and his 
political policies. Hitler not only promised to bring prosperity, health, and 
power to the German people, but he also promised moral improvement. 
Many scholars have noted the utopian appeal of Nazism, which aimed at 
creating a higher and better person. The police state he erected not only 
persecuted political enemies, but also tried to eliminate criminality and 
social deviance.4 Nazi propaganda continually portrayed the Nazis as 
decent, clean-cut, upstanding members of society. Hitler continually 
criticized modern, urban society for its rampant immorality, especially the 
proliferation of sexual immorality and prostitution. 
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Because of Hider's support for "family values," some mistakenly assume 
that Hider was a moral conservative. If we examine some specific moral 
issues-abortion, the role of women, or homosexuality-then Hider's 
views do reflect a conservative position. However, taken as a whole, Hider's 
ethical views do not comport well with traditional morality, since he based 
his morality on an entirely different foundation than did most conserva
tives. Hider's morality was not based on traditional Judeo-Christian ethics 
nor Kant's categorical imperative, but was rather a complete repudiation of 
them. 5 Instead, Hider embraced an evolutionary ethic that made 
Darwinian fitness and health the only criteria for moral standards. The 
Darwinian struggle for existence, especially the struggle between different 
races, became the sole arbiter for morality.6 Thus, whether or not we view 
Hider as a conservative or reactionary politically, he surely was not a 
conservative morally. 

In his early speeches and writings Hider often appealed to nature to 
justifY his vision of struggle? He denied that anyone could escape the 
universal struggle for existence. All efforts to avoid struggle would be use
less in the final analysis, for nature would assert itself and destroy those 
unwilling to fight for their existence. The only really rational policy, 
then, would be to conform to the laws of nature. Hider repeatedly asserted 
that the only rights that any people had are rights won through victory 
in the struggle for existence. He scorned humaneness and Christian moral
ity, which would promote weakness, thereby producing decline, degrada
tion, and ultimately the demise of the human species. In a 1923 speech 
Hider explained the relationship between struggle and right: 

Decisive [in history] is the power that the peoples (Volker) have within them; 
it turns out that the stronger before God and the world has the right to 

impose its will. From history one sees that the right by itself is completely 
useless, if a mighty power does not stand behind it. Right alone is of no use 
to whomever does not have the power to impose his right. The strong has 
always triumphed ... All of nature is a constant struggle between power and 
weakness, a constant triumph of the strong over the weak. 8 

Taken in isolation, this sounds thoroughly amoral. If victory through strug
gle is the only arbiter of what is right, as Hider clearly stated, then how can 
there be any objectivity or criteria for morality? 

Indeed, elsewhere in Mein Kampf Hider clearly denied that morality has 
any objective, permanent existence. He argued that all ethical and aesthetic 
ideas-indeed all ideas except those that are purely logical deductions-are 
dependent on the human mind and have no existence apart from humans, 
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who have not always existed.9 Hitler's view that morality is purely a human 
construction undermines any system of ethics claiming transcendence, such 
as Judeo-Christian ethics or Kantian ethics. Hitler clearly did not believe in 
the existence of immutable, universal moral standards. This aspect of 
Hitler's thought seems to reinforce the portrait of him as an amoral 
Nietzschean nihilist, especially since he so often spoke of the need for over
coming obstacles through the exercise of a strong will, thus sounding much 
like Nietzsche with his concept of the will to power. 

However, Hitler, like many other evolutionists we have examined in this 
work, evaded complete nihilism and moral relativism by adopting a form of 
evolutionary ethics. He believed that human morality was a product of 
evolutionary development, representing the highest stage of evolution ever 
yet reached. Like so many of his contemporaries, his view of evolution was 
imbued with the notion of progress, and he considered morality one of the 
greatest evolutionary advances. Of course, given his own belief that morality 
does not exist apart from the human psyche, Hitler had no objective, 
scientific basis for decreeing that human morality represented a "higher" or 
"better" stage of evolution, for he had no objective criteria to determine what 
is "higher" or "better." Hitler was not alone in this error, for many of his pred
ecessors and contemporaries upheld the same view of evolutionary progress, 
while denying any basis for judging developments as better or worse. 

Since Hitler viewed evolutionary progress as essentially good, he believed 
that the highest good is to cooperate with the evolutionary process. The 
struggle for existence has produced humans, and if we try to oppose the laws 
of nature by abandoning struggle, we will hinder progress and promote 
degeneration. In a passage from Mein Kampf warning about the deleterious 
effects of artificially limiting population expansion, Hitler cautioned about 
the perils of trying to terminate the human struggle for existence: 

If reproduction as such is limited and the number of births decreased, then 
the natural struggle for existence, which only allows the strongest and 
healthiest to survive, will be replaced by the obvious desire to save at any cost 
even the weakest and sickest; thereby a progeny is produced, which must 
become ever more miserable, the longer this mocking of nature and its will 
persists .... A stronger race (Geschlecht) will supplant the weaker, since the 
drive for life in its final form will decimate every ridiculous fetter of the so
called humaneness of individuals, in order to make place for the humaneness 
of nature, which destroys the weak to make place for the strong. 10 

Hitler thereby redefined humaneness by stripping individuals of any rights 
and by arguing that the destruction of the weak by the strong is humane. 
He thus turned traditional morality on its head. 
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Bur how should humans fight this struggle for existence? When applying 
Darwinian principles to human societies, Darwinists had to wrestle with the 
relative weight to give to competition between individuals within a society 
versus competition between different groups or societies. fu we have seen 
earlier, many Darwinists-including Darwin himself-believed that group 
competition, such as war and racial antagonisms, played a crucial role in the 
development of human societies and even in the evolution of morality. 
Hitler aligned himself with this approach, believing that racial competition 
was the primary factor driving human evolution and history. Thus, in order 
to promote evolutionary progress, Hitler opted for a two-pronged strategy 
involving both artificial and natural selection: eugenics within German soci
ety to improve the health and vitality of the "Aryan race," and racial strug
gle and warfare toward those outside the German racial community. Hitler's 
eugenics and racial policies were linked as part of a larger program to pre
serve and improve the human species, since he considered the Germans the 
highest race, not only physically, bur especially intellectually. Even more 
important for our purposes, Hitler believed that Germans were morally 
superior to all other races. Thus, eliminating other races and replacing them 
with Germans would bring moral improvement to the entire world. I I 

Thus, those passages in Hitler's speeches and writings stressing struggle 
are not really as amoral as some suppose. For instance, Hitler proclaimed in 
Mein Kampf that 

this preservation [of culture and culture-producing races] is tied to the iron 
law of necessity and the right of victoty of the best and the strongest. ... 
Whoever wants to live, must struggle, and whoever will not fight in this 
world of eternal struggle, does not deserve to live. Even if this is harsh-it is 
simply the way it is!12 

Notice first that Hitler referred not only to the victory of the strongest, but 
also "the best," which implies those who are morally superior. If one exam
ines the context of this passage, one sees that Hitler was asserting that the 
"Aryan" race alone is responsible for building human culture. When dis
cussing the racial superiority of the "Aryans," Hitler constantly emphasized 
their contributions to human culture, which he believed were based on 
their biological characteristics. A few pages after this statement Hitler 
explained that one aspect of "Aryan" superiority was their moral character. 
He claimed that the reason ''Aryans'' can create culture-and indeed are the 
only race that can do so-was because they have the most developed sense 
of sacrifice for the sake of others. Thus ''Aryans,'' in Hitler's view, are less 
egoistic and more altruistic. 
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Hitler contrasted his vision of altruistic Germans, the highest exemplars 
of human morality, with the Jew as the epitome of immorality. 13 He con
tinually accused the Jews of greed, deceit, sexual deviance, and other 
immoral deeds, thereby justifYing his view of them as an inferior race. Thus 
inferiority did not just mean physical and mental inferiority, but moral 
inferiority (remember that all three of these were biologically based, in 
Hitler's view). Indeed, when discussing the racial inferiority of the Jews, 
Hitler stressed their alleged moral defects far more than their physical or 
mental traits. In fact, the only reason the Jews were a threat to Germany (in 
Hitler's view) was because of the immoral methods they allegedly used to 
cheat Germans out of their rightful heritage. Because he viewed them as 
immoral, Hitler often referred to the Jews as parasites or bacillus, who were 
infecting and destroying the health and vitality of the German nation. 
Hitler took this metaphor dead seriously, remarking in February 1945-
after millions of Jews had perished in the Holocaust-that Germany's 
actions against the parasitic Jews "has been an essential process of disinfec
tion, which we have prosecuted to its ultimate limit and without which we 
should ourselves have been asphyxiated and destroyed."14 

Hitler's race-based view of morality sometimes led him to embrace 
moral tenets in harmony with traditional Christian morality. For example, 
by favoring monogamy and opposing abortion and homosexuality, Hitler's 
morality came in line with traditional conservatives. However, Hitler was 
not at all concerned with upholding traditional morality for the sake of tra
dition or religion, but rather he embraced these moral positions because he 
believed they were the best ways to promote biological improvement for 
Germans. The difference between these two approaches becomes evident 
when we examine Hitler's view of abortion. He opposed abortion only for 
healthy German women, since he believed that an expanding population is 
the key to biological vitality for the nation. However, he approved abortion 
for those of "inferior" races or in cases where the infant would likely have 
a congenital illness. 

While agreeing with some traditional values, Hitler's evolutionary ethic 
turned other values on their head. He was able to justifY just about any
thing morally, ifit contributed to the evolutionary improvement of human
ity. Since he believed the ''Aryan'' race was the highest form of humanity, 
this meant practically that anything that promoted the victory of the 
''Aryan'' race was morally right. Thus Hitler could state in a 1923 speech, 

But we National Socialists stand here [on the Jewish Question] at an extreme 
position. We know only one people (Volk), for whom we fight, and that is 
our own. Perhaps we are inhumane! But if we save Germany, we have 



214 From Darwin to Hitler 

accomplished the greatest deed in the world. Perhaps we perpetrate injustice! 
But if we save Germany, we have abolished the greatest injustice of the 
world. Perhaps we are immoral! But if Out people (Volk) is saved, we have 
paved the way again for morality.ls 

Thus Hitler justified any immorality committed to those outside the racial 
community, as long as it contributed to the welfare of the "Aryan" race. By 
advancing the cause of the "Aryan" race, morality would ultimately 
triumph. 

Hitler also explained this same basic idea in Mein Kampf, when he 
explained that his worldview 

by no means believes in the equality of races, but recognizes along with their 
differences their higher or lower value, and through this knowledge feels 
obliged, according to the eternal will that rules this universe, to promote the 
victory of the better, the stronger, and to demand the submission of the worse 
and weaker. It embraces thereby in principle the aristocratic law of nature 
and believes in the validity of this law down to the last individual being. It 
recognizes not only the diffirent value of races, but also the diffirent value of 
individuals . ... But by no means can it approve of the right of an ethical idea 
existing, if this idea is a danger for the racial life of the bearer of a higher 
ethic. 16 

Hitler's sole criteria for morality was its effect in promoting or hindering 
the interests of the highest race, which was highest, not only in physical and 
mental prowess, but also in its morality. If any moral code whatever posed 
"a danger for the racial life" of Germans, according to Hitler, then so much 
the worse for that moral code. Thus it is clear that Hitler exalted racial 
considerations over any religious, humanitarian, or traditional ethical 
standards. 

Hitler derided any morality inimical to the increased vitality of the 
"Aryan" race, especially traditional Christian values of humility, pity, and 
sympathy. He considered these unnatural, contrary to reason, and thus 
detrimental and destructive for the healthy progress of the human species. 
He spurned the idea of human rights, calling it a product of weaklings. 
"No," he explained, "there is only one most holy human right, and this right 
is at the same time the most holy duty, namely, to take care to keep one's 
blood pure," in order to promote "a more noble evolution" of humanity. I? 

Another way that Hitler believed he could advance the interests of the 
"Aryan" race was by encouraging the reproduction of the "highest" indi
viduals within that race and getting rid of "inferior" individuals. Thus 
eugenics, infanticide, and euthanasia played a central role in his vision for 



Hitler's Ethic 215 

social improvement. These views also show how far removed his evolutionary 
ethic was from more traditional morality and certainly from the Judeo
Christian proscription of killing innocent human life. He often discussed 
eugenics and population policy in his speeches, sometimes intimating that 
the "unfit" were dispensable. However, only rarely did he explicitly discuss 
killing those he deemed inferior. In an unpublished 1928 manuscript, how
ever, Hitler clearly showed how eugenics and infanticide fit into his 
Darwinian vision of nature: 

While nature only allows the few most healthy and resistant out of a large 
number of living organisms to survive in the struggle for life, people restrict 
the number of births and then try to keep alive what has been born, without 
consideration of its real value and its inner merit. Humaneness is therefore 
only the slave of weakness and thereby in truth the most cruel destroyer of 
human existence. 

Hitler then resorted to Haeckel's favorite example-the ancient Spartans
to defend the killing of disabled infants, since, in his view, their lives have 
little or no value. According to Hitler, killing such individuals was actually 
more humane than allowing them to live. He thus construed killing the dis
abled as morally good, overturning the Judeo-Christian moral code, which 
protected the disabled. 18 

In Hitler's mind Darwinism provided the moral justification for infan
ticide, euthanasia, genocide, and other policies that had been (and thank
fully still are) considered immoral by more conventional moral standards. 
Evolution provided the ultimate goals of his policy: the biological improve
ment of the human species. But this is a very slippery goal, for it depends 
on preconceived ideas about what constitutes improvement. Hider's own 
conceptions of improvement drew upon his own values, so he thereby 
smuggled his own cultural presuppositions and moral opinions into an 
ostensibly scientific goal. He also could blend racial prejudices into this 
scheme by defining some races as inferior and others as superior. Of course, 
Darwinian racism contributed significantly to this enterprise. 

If evolution provided the ends, the Darwinian mechanism suggested the 
means: increase the population of the "most fit" people to displace others 
in the struggle for existence. In his zeal to speed up the evolutionary 
process, he promoted both artificial selection (eugenics) and policies to 
intensifY natural selection. Competition and conflict would advance the 
cause of the stronger, more fit individuals and races. But so would killing 
off those individuals and races deemed inferior. Morality could not be 
determined by any codes of the past, but only by the effects it has on 
evolutionary progress. 
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So where did Hider get these ideas about ethics and morality? Despite 
the incredible amount of research that has been done on Hider and 
Nazism, this is still a difficult question, for while we have a mountain of 
information about Hider's own ideas-based on both public and private 
utterances-we have only scant evidence about the formative influences on 
his worldview. Much of the available evidence about intellectual influences 
on Hider as a young man is sketchy, unreliable, or circumstantial. He rarely 
mentioned any important authors or books that helped shape his thought. 
His roommate for a short time in Vienna, August Kubizek, claimed that 
Hider often frequented the library in Vienna and read voluminously, 
including works by Dante, Schiller, Herder, Schopenhauer, and 
Nietzsche. 19 Hider probably did read some serious, scholarly works as a 
young man, but judging from what we know of his later life, these were 
likely not the most important formative influences on his worldview. 
Possibly even more significant were Viennese newspapers, political tracts, 
and pamphlets, which we know he followed with intense interest. If this is 
the case, then Hider probably imbibed much of his evolutionary ethics and 
racist social Darwinism second-hand. This would not be at all surprising, 
since the Viennese press was saturated with racist social Darwinism during 
Hitler's time there.2o 

Some scholars, however, have pressed the case for the overwhelming 
influence of one or another particular thinker on the formation of Hitler's 
worldview. Hardly anyone has pursued the thesis of a single dominating 
influence on Hider more relentlessly than Daniel Gasman with his 
Haeckel-to-Hider hypothesis. Gasman's arguments may seem plausible at 
first, because there are undeniable parallels between some parts of Haeckel's 
and Hider's ideologies. We have already seen that Haeckel was one of the 
earliest German thinkers to discuss the extermination of "inferior" human 
races by the "superior" Europeans and the killing of the disabled. Hitler's 
views on the human struggle for existence and the relationship of nature 
and society are similar to Haeckel's, and some of Hider's statements about 
evolution could easily have been cribbed from Haeckel. One example 
among many is a 1933 statement of Hider that clearly had its origin in 
Haeckel (but maybe indirecdy): "The gulf between the lowest creature 
which can still be styled man and our highest races is greater than that 
between the lowest type of man and the highest ape."21 

However, Gasman's approach is too blinkered, ignoring the huge 
disparities between Haeckel and Hider. Haeckel was a nineteenth-century 
liberal nationalist who supported Bismarck for unifYing the German 
nation, but who never espoused dictatorship and one-party rule. In many 
respects Haeckellined up with liberal progressives of his time, promoting 



Hitler's Ethic 217 

the peace movement and homosexual rights, among other liberal causes. 
Gasman makes altogether too much ado about Haeckel's anti-Semitism, 
which, though misguided, was not likely a source for Hitler's anti
Semitism. For one thing, Haeckel's anti-Semitic utterances are extremely 
rare, and they are much milder than Hider's. Also, there were many anti
Semitic thinkers in the early twentieth century whose views are much closer 
to Hitler's. Eugenics and euthanasia, the very aspects of Haeckel's thought 
that Hitler probably did imbibe, were not the sole property of Nazis, but 
were embraced by a diverse crowd of secular social reformers. Even many 
socialists, including some Marxists, jumped on the eugenics bandwagon. 

Also, Gasman cannot prove that Hitler ever actually read any of Haeckel's 
works, so whatever influence Haeckel allegedly exerted on Hitler may have 
been mediated by others. Indeed Haeckel's works were widely read in the 
early twentieth century, and it would not be surprising if Hitler read one or 
more of them. However, many eugenicists, racists, and anti-Semites peddled 
Haeckel's ideas, too, and they were widely discussed in the popular press, so 
it is not at all unlikely that Hitler imbibed them through others. Thus, 
Gasman is right to point out that Haeckel's ideas were an important 
influence on Hitler, but they by no means provided the ideological founda
tion for fascism, and Haeckel was by no means a proto-fascist.22 

Another individual credited as The Man Who Gave Hitler His Ideas is 
Jorg Lanz von Liebenfels, a Viennese occult Aryan racist who-along with 
Guido von List-formulated a doctrine known as Ariosophy (derived from 
root words meaning "Aryan wisdom"). The Austrian psychologist Wilfried 
Daim uses two lines of evidence to link Lanz and Hitler. First, he tries to 
demonstrate that Hitler read Lanz's racist periodical, Ostara, which was 
readily available at a kiosk near Hitler's dwelling in Vienna. After World 
War II, Daim interviewed Lanz, who claimed that Hitler had once visited 
him, requesting a couple of missing copies from his collection of Ostara. 
Lanz's testimony is not entirely credible, however, since he also claimed that 
Lenin was one of his disciples. Thus Lanz's story about Hitler may have 
been self-serving, inflating his real importance. However, many scholars, 
myself included, find it entirely plausible that Hitler read Lanz's writings in 
Vienna. 

Daim's second line of argument is to show the many parallels between 
the views of Lanz and Hitler. Indeed, Lanz's crass Atyan racism did have 
many points of agreement with Hitler's racial ideology. First and foremost, 
Lanz was committed to Darwinism and interpreted racial struggle as a 
necessary part of the evolutionary process. Like many other eugenicists, he 
was concerned about biological degeneration, which he thought was a 
product of racial mixing. He continually stressed the need for increased 
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competition, so that natural selection could operate. The ''Aryan'' race 
would triumph in unfettered competition, according to Lanz, since they 
were naturally an aristocratic race with greater talent and ability than any 
other race. In addition to sharpening the competitive struggle, however, he 
also advocated eugenics (artificial selection) to help the evolutionary 
process along.23 

Lanz lauded the racist publicist Adolf Harpf, who contributed some 
articles to Lanz's journal, for revealing the centrality of race in determining 
the destiny of peoples and nations. Lanz remarked that "race is the driving 
force behind all deeds."24 Later Lanz discussed how his racial views affected 
his view of morality: "For us the human, the fully human, heroic Aryan, is 
the measure of all things, and thus whatever is advantageous to the Aryan, 
the heroic human, must be moral, and whatever is disadvantageous to him 
is immoral."25 He specifically denied that the biblical command to love 
one's neighbor included those of other races. He claimed that the universal 
application of love was a perversion of Christian teaching being foisted on 
the Aryans by inferior "ape-men."26 Like Hitler after him, Lanz would 
measure morality by its impact on the "superior" race, and love was reserved 
only for one's racial comrades. 

Lanz's race-based morality could justify all manner of immoral deeds, as 
long as they were perpetrated against "lower" races. He continually remon
strated against charity given indiscriminately, since this would benefit those 
of "inferior" racial stock at the expense of the ''Aryans.'' He compared 
people of "inferior" races to weeds needing to be pulled out, because they 
were a financial burden on the "better" racial elements.27 Lanz recognized 
that this weeding out was not necessarily going to be peaceful. In one arti
cle he praised the racial policies of the Bible, which is a "hard, racially 
proud and racially conscious book, which proclaims death and extermina
tion to the inferior and world dominion to those of high value."28 Thus, 
Lanz's ideas did presage in some way Hitler's harsh racial policies. 

However, one problem with the attempt to portray Hitler as a disciple 
of Lanz is that the ideas they shared in common were widespread in Vienna 
and elsewhere in Austria and Germany in the early twentieth century. We 
have encountered many of these same ideas about Darwinism, eugenics, 
and morality elsewhere in this book, often in works predating Lanz's. 
Second, though Lanz exalted the blond, blue-eyed Aryan as the highest 
race, he rarely discussed the Jews. The racial enemies that Lanz mentioned 
most often were the Negro and Mongolian races, as well as those Europeans 
with an admixture of the blood of these other races. Undoubtedly most 
Jews would fit Lanz's description of the inferior races, but anti-Semitism 
was not central to his racial ideology. Also, even if Hitler was influenced by 
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Lanz, he appropriated the ideas rather selectively. For example, Hitler never 
embraced the mystical interpretations of the Bible, which were a central 
feature of Lanz's ideology, nor did he ever use Lanz's esoteric terminology. 
While Lanz reveled in the occult nature of his racism, Hitler usually 
presented his racial ideology as rational and scientific. 

Another Viennese occult racial theorist who may have exerted influence 
on Hitler was Guido von List, an associate ofLanz's who was the first Aryan 
racist to use the swastika prominently (Lanz adopted it after him). Hamann 
suggests that Hitler's worldview paralleled List's even more closely than it 
did Lanz's. However, she also notes that List's ideas circulated widely in the 
Viennese press, so Hitler could easily have imbibed List's ideas second or 
third-hand.29 Also, many of List's ideas were culled from other racial 
theorists, so Hitler could have derived them from many different sources. 
Nicholas Goodricke-Clarke is probably right in asserting, "Ariosophy is a 
symptom rather than an influence in the way that it anticipated Nazism."30 
Lanz and List may have influenced Hitler-directly or indirectly-but 
Hitler was certainly not one of their disciples. 

Peter Emil Becker suggests another Viennese racial theorist as a candi
date for "the man who gave Hitler his ideas": Josef Reimer.3l Indeed, many 
of the ideas Reimer circulated in his book, A Pan-German Germany (1905), 
are contained in Hitler's worldview. Reimer promoted Pan-German nation
alism and the primacy of race in human affairs, stating, "Our race with its 
culture is of higher value than the other peoples and races of the earth."32 He 
used Darwinian theory to justifY both eugenics and racial struggle. Indeed 
the similarities with Hitler's worldview are striking. However, Becker 
admits there is a problem: We have no evidence that Hitler ever read 
Reimer's book. Also, Reimer admitted that his book was heavily influenced 
by other racial thinkers more prominent than himself First and foremost 
he admired the work of Woltmann, but he also credited Lapouge, Wilser, 
Gobineau, and Chamberlain with influencing his thinking.33 Reimer, like 
Lanz and List, is more likely a symptom of the prevailing racist ideologies 
in Vienna at the time Hitler lived there. It is always possible that his book 
influenced Hitler, but even if it did, it was only one among many other 
writings by racial theorists influencing Hitler's ideas. 

When he wrote Mein Kampf, Hitler never even mentioned Haeckel, 
Lanz, List, nor Reimer as influences on the development of his worldview 
in Vienna. However, one influential political figure in Vienna that Hitler 
did mention in Mein Kampf is Georg von Schonerer, the leader of the 
Austrian Pan-German Party. Hitler was enamored of Schonerer's 
Pan-German nationalism and-at least by 1919-with his biological 
anti-Semitic racism. In Mein Kampf Hitler stated, "Theoretically speaking, 
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all the Pan-German's [i.e., Schonerer'sl thoughts were correct."34 Many of 
Hitler's ideas about biological racism, ethics, eugenics, and anti-Semitism 
were already presaged by Schonerer's speeches in the lSS0s-before Hitler 
was born. Schonerer portrayed the competition between the noble ''Aryans'' 
and the ignoble Jews as a racial struggle for existence. He believed that 
moral traits were hereditary, and Jews were using their immoral biological 
character to try to destroy the more morally upright Germans. His biolog
ical determinism led him to conclude that the only solution to this ethical 
dilemma was to destroy the immoral Jews. 35 He justified this position on 
moral grounds: "Love everything noble, good, and beautiful, just as it is 
embodied in Germanness, and hate everything ignoble, bad, and vulgar, 
just as it is manifested in Semites! In the arena of the struggle for national 
existence it must be: 'Eye for eye and tooth for tooth!' "36 Thus Schonerer 
thought that eliminating Jews would improve the moral climate.37 

Another Viennese figure briefly mentioned in Mein Kampfis Houston 
Stewart Chamberlain, one of the most influential anti-Semitic writers of 
the early twentieth century. William Shirer and Roderick Stackelberg both 
present Chamberlain as one of the most important intellectual shapers of 
the Nazi worldview.38 Shirer remembers that Nazi writers in the 1930s reg
ularly feted Chamberlain as a "spiritual founder" of Nazism. Indeed, as 
influential as Chamberlain was among early twentieth-century anti
Semites, it would be surprising if Hitler did not either read Chamberlain or 
at least read discussions of Chamberlain's ideas in the popular press. Hans 
Frank later claimed that Hitler read Chamberlain while he was incarcerated 
in Landsberg Prison in 1923-24.39 In any case, Chamberlain recognized 
the affinity of his ideas with those of Hitler about racial struggle, eugenics, 
and anti-Semitism (see chapter 6). Right after Hitler visited him in 
Bayreuth in October 1923, the ill Chamberlain exulted that Germany had 
finally found a savior. However, one indication that Chamberlain was not 
the sole-and maybe not the primary-influence on Hitler's racial thought 
is Chamberlain's consistent use of the word Teutons when referring to 
Germans. Hitler preferred the term Aryans. Whatever influence 
Chamberlain exerted on Hitler was probably diffuse and synthesized with 
the ideas of other racial theorists. 

One problem with tracing Hitler's worldview back to the direct influ
ence of any of these Viennese thinkers was that, so far as we know, Hitler's 
intense anti-Semitism probably did not emerge until after World War 1.40 

This suggests that some of his central ideas were still being shaped after he 
left Vienna. In his study of Hitler's World View Eberhard J1ickel argues 
that Hitler's ideas were still in flux after 1915, and even altered in some 
points (especially in his foreign policy) after he wrote Mein Kampf41 Our 
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knowledge about Hitler's ideas before 1918 are sketchy, though we do 
know that he was already a Pan-German nationalist during his time in 
Vienna. I consider it likely that he already believed in the primacy of racial 
struggle in human history. 

The intellectual milieu in Munich may have contributed as much to 
Hitler's worldview as did his experience in Vienna. At the very least it rein
forced ideas he had already imbibed in Vienna. The historian Hellmuth 
Auerbach has shown that the ideas Hitler promoted were widely circulat
ing in Munich in the years immediately after World War 1.42 Indeed 
Munich was an important center for the eugenics movement, and Ploetz 
even organized a secret Nordic racist branch of his Society for Race 
Hygiene in Munich. While there is no evidence that Hitler ever met Ploetz 
or attended any of his meetings in Munich, Hitler did have close contact 
with Julius Lehmann, a major publisher of medical and scientific books 
who promoted racist eugenics and was a leading member of Ploetz's organ
ization. Lehmann was able to spread his ideas of Pan-German nationalism, 
eugenics, and racism widely through the journal, Deutschlands Erneuerung, 
which he published. 

Already in the 1890s Lehmann embraced Pan-German nationalism, 
rising to prominence in the leadership of the Pan-German League. 
According to Gary Stark his nationalism "reflected the Darwinistic spirit 
which permeated so much of the age."43 Lehmann was enthusiastic upon 
reading the anti-Semitic racist ideas of H. S. Chamberlain and Paul 
Lagarde. Then, in 1908-09 he read several works on race hygiene and 
devoted himself to that cause, placing his publishing business at its dis
posal. He soon came into contact with leading eugenicists in Munich, 
including Ploetz, Gruber, and later Rudin and Lenz.44 Before World War I 
he joined both the Society for Race Hygiene in Munich and Ploetz's 
Archery Club (see chapter 10).45 In the 1920s he became the leading pub
lisher of works on eugenics and racial theory, including the famous 
Baur-Fischer-Lenz text on human genetics and eugenics, as well as numer
ous works by the notorious racial theorists, Hans F. K. Gunther and 
Ludwig Schemann. 

Lehmann not only had considerable contact with Hitler from 1920 on, 
but he was a leading figure in nationalist and racist circles that overlapped 
with the Nazis. Lehmann was a leading figure in the Thule Society, 
a nationalist organization founded in Munich in the aftermath of 
World War I. The Thule Society's membership list "reads like a Who's Who 
of early Nazi sympathizers," reports Ian Kershaw.46 Leading Nazis connected 
with the Thule Society included the co-founders of the party, Anton Drexler 
and Karl Harrer, as well as Gottfried Feder, Dietrich Eckart, Hans Frank, 
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Rudolf Hess, and Alfred Rosenberg. The Nazis first newspaper, the 
Volkischer Beobachter, was originally owned by the Thule Society, which 
sold it to the Nazi Party in December 1920. In early 1920 Lehmann joined 
the fledgling Nazi Party after hearing Hitler speak several times, and he also 
published some Nazi propaganda.47 In the 1920s Lehmann sent Hitler var
ious books on eugenics and racial theory, including the Baur-Fischer-Lenz 
text and Glinther's works.48 This does not prove that Lehmann had a sig
nificant influence on the formation of Hitler's worldview, since many of the 
books Lehmann sent him were published after Hider wrote Mein Kampf, 
and we cannot be sure Hitler read all of them. However, they certainly 
confirmed him in his ideas (if he indeed read them). 

However, despite my inability to conclusively prove it, Lehmann 
probably did have a significant influence on Hitler's thinking-either 
directly or indirectly. Certainly the parallels between the views of Lehmann 
and Hitler are conspicuous, and Lehmann was a dynamic leader in nation
alist circles in Munich. He zealously circulated his views, often publishing 
racist and eugenics literature at a loss to his publishing firm, covering the 
cost from profits gained through publishing medical texts. Also, consider
ing Hitler's political milieu and his friendship with Lehmann, it would be 
surprising if Hitler did not read Deutschlands Erneuerung in the early 
1920s. From 1919 to 1923 this journal contained numerous articles on 
nationalism, racism, and eugenics, including several by Gruber, Lenz, 
Glinther, and Chamberlain. In one of Glinther's articles in 1921-entitled 
"Hatred"-he criticized the ethic of love toward all humanity 
(Menschenliebe). Instead, he preached love only to those inside the racial 
community, but hatred toward those outside.49 Deutschlands Erneuerung 
even carried an article in 1923 by the American eugenicist Lothrop 
Stoddard on ''The Growing Flood of Colored Races against White World 
Domination." 

Not only did the Nazi ideologist Rosenberg contribute an article in 
1922 on "Anti-Semitism," but the famous letter in which Chamberlain 
endorsed Hitler's leadership appeared in the January 1924 issue of 
Deutschlands Erneuerung. Three months later Hitler himself published an 
article therein attacking Marxism as a tool of the Jews to undermine 
German culture. One of his primary criticisms of Marxist ideology was that 
it "replaces the aristocratic principle of nature with the masses," and it 
denies nationality and race. While using Nietzschean terminology, such as 
the will to power, and calling for the "conversion or destruction of the last 
Marxist" in Germany, he also insisted that this destruction was ethically 
motivated: "The Marxist internationalism will only be broken through a 
fanatically extreme nationalism of the highest social ethic and morality."5o 
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Thus Hitler posed as a moral crusader crushing the forces of immorality, 
represented by Marxists and Jews. 

In addition to Deutschlands Erneuerung, Lehmann also published many 
books on racism and eugenics in the early 1920s, including most promi
nently the two-volume Baur-Fischer-Lenz work on human genetics and 
eugenics and Hans F. K. Gunther's Racial Science of the German People. 
Hitler's personal library contained a copy of the third edition of the 
Baur-Fischer-Lenz text (1927-31), as well as Lenz's earlier pamphlet, Race 
as a Principle of Value: The Renovation of Ethics (1917). We do not know if 
Hitler owned earlier editions of Baur-Fischer-Lenz, but he probably did, 
since Lenz and Gunther both report that Hitler read the second edition of 
Baur-Fischer-Lenz while in Landsberg Prison in 1923-24. Lenz was not 
exaggerating when he stated in 1931 that "many passages in it 
[Baur-Fischer-Lenzl are mirrored in Hitler's expressions."51 For example, 
in his section on racial anthropology Fischer stressed the inequality of races. 
He also explained that race is "one of the most decisive factors in the entire 
course of the history of a people," largely because of mental differences 
between races. Lenz, who wrote over half the first volume and all of the 
second volume, promoted a Nordic racist form of eugenics. He presented 
the Nordic race as the most creative and intellectually superior race on 
earth, and though he toned down his anti-Semitism to make his book more 
marketable in medical schools, he nonetheless depicted the Jews negatively. 
He warned against measures protecting "inferior" individuals and encour
aged restrictions on reproduction. Further, he supported infanticide for dis
abled infants, calling such killing a humanitarian measure. 52 The 
Baur-Fischer-Lenz text, which went through five editions by 1940, was 
highly respected and received overwhelmingly positive reviews in medical 
and scientific journals, not only in Germany, but also in other lands. Most 
scientists at the time accepted the racist eugenics of Lenz as mainstream 
science, not pseudo-science, as it is usually considered today. 53 

Whatever racial ideas Hitler did not pick up from Fischer or Lenz, he 
could easily have imbibed from Gunther, whose ideas were quite similar 
(Gunther had recommended the Baur-Fischer-Lenz book). Lehmann gave 
Hitler a copy of the third edition (1923) of Gunther's work on the German 
race, so Hitler might have had it while in Landsberg Prison. Gunther was 
committed to a Darwinian explanation of human evolution and claimed 
that his study was a scientific study of race, the aim of which was to 
"awaken our attention to the racially determined character of the environ
ment and history." He rejected the Marxist materialist conception of his
tory, replacing it with the "racial conception of history." While specifically 
denying that racial purity exists anywhere in Europe, Gunther portrayed 
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racial mixture as harmful, and he hoped that the Nordic race would strive 
to purifY itself of foreign racial elements. He claimed that mixed races 
possess a jumble of hereditary elements that produce confusion, including 
moral confusion, giving rise to ethical relativism. Gunther was himself a 
moral relativist, however, in the sense that he thought each race had its own 
distinct morality, but he thought racial purity would strengthen the partic
ular morality of each race. Thus Nordic morality could be fostered by 
purifYing the race of its non-Nordic elements. Gunther even formulated an 
overarching moral imperative, patterned on Kant's categorical imperative, 
but with different content: "Act so that at all times the tendency of your 
will can be the fundamental tendency of Nordic racial legislation."54 As 
Michael Burleigh and Wolfgang Wippermann have indicated in The Racial 
State, this does seem to be the crux of Hitler's ethic.55 

In a long appendix purporting to be a scientific study of the Jewish race, 
Gunther thoroughly disparaged the Jews. While earlier he had depicted the 
Nordic race as the most creative race, he denied that Jews are creative, 
except perhaps in music. Anti-Semitism was not a product of cultural 
developments, according to Gunther, but derived from an inherent repug
nance in Nordic blood and was thus unavoidable. Gunther decried inter
marriage between Germans and Jews, calling such relationships "racial 
disgrace" (Rassenschande), a term the Nazis used later. 56 

Whether Deutschlands Erneuerung or the books Lehmann published 
merely confirmed views Hitler already held, or whether they actually 
exerted intellectual influence on Hitler, it is clear from examining 
Lehmann's ideology and his publishing program that eugenics, scientific 
racism, and anti-Semitism were circulating in Munich in circles close to 

Hitler. Whatever aspects of racist eugenics Hitler had not already incorpo
rated into his worldview in Vienna were easily available in Munich. 

Lehmann was not unusual in fusing racist eugenics, nationalism, and 
anti-Semitism. Many of the leading anti-Semitic thinkers in early twentieth
century Germany regarded racist eugenics a central part of their program 
for renewing the German nation. Theodor Fritsch certainly endorsed racist 
eugenics in his influential work, Handbook on the Jewish Question. By 1918 
Fritsch was the most influential German publicist for anti-Semitism, not 
only through this book, but also through other writings issuing from his 
Hammer Publishing House. When the thirtieth edition of Fritsch's 
Handbook appeared in 1931, Hitler wrote a blurb to help advertise the 
book, stating, "Already in my youth in Vienna I thoroughly studied 
The Handbook on the Jewish Question. I am convinced that this work con
tributed in a special way to prepare the soil for the National Socialist anti
Semitic movement."57 The Nazi Party Archive in Munich owned Fritsch's 
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work, A New Faith: Confession of the German Renewal Community, wherein 
Fritsch promoted the "breeding of the strong and fit" Germans, while 
opposing race mixture as harmfu1. 58 Whether or not Hitler actually read 
Fritsch, as he later claimed, both of them shared common ideas about 
scientific racism, eugenics, and anti-Semitism. 

Various scholars have suggested other possible influences on the 
development of Hitler's ideas about scientific racism and eugenics. Many 
are plausible, but unfortunately almost all lack certitude. In 1940 the 
famous geography professor in Munich, Karl Haushofer, claimed that 
Hitler thoroughly studied Ratzel's Political Geography while he was in 
Landsberg prison in 1923-24, during the same time he was composing 
Mein Kampf59 We know that Hider began using Ratzel's concept of 
Lebensraum in the early 1920s to justify expansionism and racial struggle, 
so it would not be surprising if he read Ratzel's writings. However, we 
cannot be sure. 

lt seems unlikely that we will ever know the exact sources of Hider's 
worldview. However, by examining Hitler's mature worldview and 
comparing it with the views of other leading scientists, physicians, profes
sors, and social thinkers, it is apparent that social Darwinist racism, evolu
tionary ethics, and eugenics were not idiosyncratic views of radical 
"pseudoscientific" thinkers on the fringes. Even if Hider imbibed the ideas 
from crass popularizers, the popularizers had derived these ideas from rep
utable scholars. Though not uncontested, they were mainstream ideas of 
respectable, leading thinkers in the German academic community. Many 
biologists and anthropologists at major universities, as we have seen, 
embraced ideas about racial inequality, racial struggle, eugenics, and 
euthanasia similar to Hider's views. This helps make intelligible the 
willingness of "ordinary Germans," and even more so, leading physicians 
and scientists, to actively aid and abet Nazi atrocities. 

Furthermore, if we look at the careers of leading scientists and 
physicians during the Nazi era, the complicity of scientists and physicians 
in the Nazi atrocities becomes even more obvious, as many recent studies 
have demonstrated.GO Rudin, who was named director of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Psychiatry in Munich in 1932 (before the Nazis came 
to power), co-authored the official commentary on the Nazi sterilization 
law passed in July 1933. This compulsory sterilization law resulted in the 
sterilization of over 350,000 people on the basis of their alleged hereditary 
"defects," which included not only congenital mental and physical 
illnesses, but also alcoholism. Rudin and many other psychiatrists and 
physicians participated in the Hereditary Health Courts set up to decide on 
sterilizations, and many more provided expert advice to the courts, usually 
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based solely on previous medical records. Normally they did not even 
examine the individual in question. Rudin was an enthusiastic supporter of 
Nazi policies, serving on official government committees related to eugen
ics. In a January 1943 article-a year-and-a-half after the beginning of the 
Holocaust-RUdin not only praised the Nazi sterilization law and the 
Nuremberg racial laws, but he also extolled the Nazi's "combat against 
parasitic foreign-blooded races, like the Jews and Gypsies."61 

Fischer and Lenz also enthusiastically supported the Nazi regime in its 
eugenics policies. Before the Nazis came to power Fischer had already 
served six years as director of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for 
Anthropology, Human Genetics, and Eugenics in Berlin. In 1933 he 
offered his expertise to help the regime frame population and eugenics poli
cies, and, like RUdin, he served on the Hereditary Health Courts. When 
Fischer retired in 1941, he was succeeded by a hand-picked successor, 
Otmar von Verschuer, who shared his views on racist eugenics, and three years 
later Fischer's institute was renamed the Eugen-Fischer-Institute in his 
honor. Lenz also advanced in his career because of his support for Nazi 
eugenics and racial policies. Shortly after the Nazis came to power he 
became director of the eugenics section of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in 
Berlin. Later Lenz even participated in the drafting of euthanasia legislation 
during the Nazi regime. 

When the Nazis finally implemented their "euthanasia" program by 
Hitler's decree in 1939 after World War II began, they recruited many 
physicians with views on social Darwinism, eugenics, and racism similar to 
those of Rudin, Lenz, Fischer, Ploetz, and other eugenicists we have already 
discussed. Nazi propaganda films, such as the documentary Hereditary 
Illness (1936) and the feature film I Accuse (1941), wooed Germans to the 
idea of euthanasia in the 1930s and 1940s (American eugenicists circulated 
some of these films in the United States, too, in the 1930s). If the title of 
one of these films, All Life Is Struggle (1937), is not Darwinian enough, 
then the commentary made it explicit. While showing a disfigured handi
capped person, the narrator in Victim of the Past (1937) declared, 
"Everything in the natural world that is weak for life will ineluctably be 
destroyed. In the last few decades, mankind has sinned terribly against 
the law of natural selection. We haven't just maintained life unworthy of 
life, we have even allowed it to multiply. The descendants of these sick 
people look like this!"62 Over 70,000 people perished in the "euthanasia" 
program at the hands of physicians, who were willing participants, because 
they were committed to a racist eugenics ideology that the Nazis favored. 63 

Many of the medical personnel participating in the "euthanasia" pro
gram later staffed the death camps, providing medical expertise to help the 
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killing machinery run more smoothly. Physicians not only participated in 
the frequent "selections" of prisoners, deciding who would live or die, but 
they were also required to be on hand whenever prisoners were murdered 
in the gas chambers. The infamous Joseph Mengele, a protege of the 
famous eugenicist Verschuer, even used his position as physician in 
Auschwitz to carry out experiments related to heredity. The tragic irony of 
Mengele and his like-minded colleagues is that while committing some of 
the worst atrocities in all of history, he hoped his experiments would help 
improve the human race. 

Indeed Nazi barbarism was motivated by an ethic that prided itself on 
being scientific. The evolutionary process became the arbiter of all moral
ity. Whatever promoted the evolutionary progress of humanity was deemed 
good, and whatever hindered biological improvement was considered 
morally bad. Multitudes must perish in this Malthusian struggle anyway, 
they reasoned, so why not improve humanity by speeding up the destruc
tion of the disabled and the inferior races? According to this logic, the 
extermination of individuals and races deemed inferior and "unfit" was not 
only morally justified, but indeed, morally praiseworthy. Thus Hitler-and 
many other Germans-perpetrated one of the most evil programs the 
world has ever witnessed under the delusion that Darwinism could help us 
discover how to make the world better. 
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Since its advent in the mid-nineteenth century Darwinism has stirred 
up debate about many questions touching the very heart of human 
existence. Not least among these is: How should we live? While many 

philosophers and theologians ruled this question outside the purview of 
science, most prominent advocates of Darwinian theory-including biolo
gists, physicians, social theorists, and popularizers-believed Darwinism 
had far-reaching ramifications for ethics and morality. Many argued that by 
providing a naturalistic account of the origin of ethics and morality, 
Darwinism delivered a death-blow to the prevailing Judeo-Christian ethics, 
as well as Kantian ethics and any other fixed moral code. If morality was 
built on social instincts that changed over evolutionary time, then morality 
must be relative to the conditions of life at any given time. Darwinism
together with other forms of historicism ascendant in the nineteenth 
century-thus contributed to the rise of moral relativism. 

But, interestingly, many Darwinists were not willing to live with 
complete moral relativism. They still retained one fixed point of 
reference-the process of evolution itself. Since morality arose through 
evolution, they argued that the purpose of morality is to advance the 
evolutionary process. They thereby imported the nineteenth-century cult 
of progress into evolutionary theory. The problem with this is that it 
presupposed that some forms of morality are "better" than others. But, of 
course, Darwinism provided no basis to consider some form of morality 
"better" than any other, or for that matter, it gave no reason to think that 
morality was "better" in any real sense than immorality. Yet most used 
morally charged language quite freely, apparently oblivious to the contra
diction this entailed. 

Those Darwinists who made the evolutionary process the new criteria 
for morality radically altered the way that people thought about morality. 
Since they generally affirmed that good health and intelligence were key 
factors in the upward march of evolution, improving physical vitality and 
mental prowess-especially of future generations-became the highest 



230 From Darwin to Hitler 

moral virtue. The greatest sin was to contribute in some way to the decline 
of physical life or intellectual ability. This kind of evolutionary ethics flew 
in the face of Christian morality, in which one's health, vitality, and men
tal faculty play no role in determining moral or immoral behavior. While 
Christian morality demands a relationship of love toward God and one's 
neighbor, which involves self-sacrifice, evolutionary ethics focussed on 
breeding better humans, even if it meant sacrificing other people in the 
process. In some places the old and new morality might intersect, and 
indeed many proponents of evolutionary ethics carried a lot of baggage 
from traditional ethics into their "new morality." However, the foundations 
had shifted. This new stress on evolutionary progress and health as the 
norm for behavior spawned the eugenics movement around the turn of the 
twentieth century, which was overtly founded on Darwinian principles. 

Darwinism also contributed to a rethinking of the value of human life 
in the late nineteenth century. In order to make human evolution plausi
ble, prominent Darwinists argued that humans were not qualitatively 
different from animals. Also, the significance of the individual life did not 
seem all that great considering the mass death brought on by the 
Darwinian struggle for existence. Multitudes necessarily died before repro
ducing, and this was the key to evolutionary progress. Death was no longer 
a foe, as Christianity taught, but a beneficent force. Also, Darwinism 
stressed biological inequality, since evolution could not occur without 
significant variation. Humans were no exception, argued many Darwinists, 
so egalitarianism must be misguided. 

These views on human inequality, the primacy of evolutionary progress, 
and the beneficence of death in furthering that process produced a world
view that devalued human life. Many used Darwinian arguments to assign 
some humans to the category of "inferior" or degenerate. Generally they 
considered two main categories of people "inferior": the handicapped and 
non-European races. Since they were "inferior," and since the death of the 
less fit in the struggle for existence will result in biological improvement, 
why not help evolution along by getting rid of the "inferior"? 

To be sure, some Darwinists and eugenicists retained enough moral 
influence from their upbringing to resist the move to kill the "inferior." 
Instead, they often promoted a variety of measures of reproductive control to 
achieve their ends. Eugenicists could not agree on the best concrete reforms 
to improve the biological health of future generations, but they generally 
agreed that Christian sexual morality must be abandoned. Some proposed 
marriage reforms, others preferred free sex, while a few even supported 
polygamy. They agreed, however, that sexual morality must be subservient to 
the goal of increasing biological health and thus promoting evolution. 
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Following the lead of Haeckel, a number of Darwinists and eugenicists 
took these ideas in even more radical directions. They forthrightly 
promoted the killing of the handicapped and those of "lower" races. They 
rejected the dominant Christian attitude that placed value on the lives of 
the weak, the sick, and the handicapped. They denied that "lower" races 
could be elevated to the status of civilized people. Rather than allowing 
such people to drain the precious, limited resources of the earth, it would 
be better to kill them to make space for the healthy, vigorous, and 
intelligent to flourish. 

Many Darwinists also believed that moral characteristics were heredi
tary. They thought normal Europeans were not only physically and men
tally, but also morally, superior to the handicapped and non-Europeans. 
Thus ridding the world of these "inferior" people would actually result in 
the advancement of morality. Of course, they failed to notice that 
Darwinism offered no criteria by which morality could be judged, but they 
nonetheless affirmed the superiority of European morality (while ironically 
rejecting the very basis of that morality). 

Some might object that Darwinism was not the sole factor producing 
this change of attitudes about morality and the value of human life. To this 
I heartily agree. Indeed, it is difficult to know what contributed most to the 
devaluing of human life-the naturalistic world view in general or biolog
ical evolution and Darwinism in particular. One could make a persuasive 
argument that it was philosophical materialism and monism that devalued 
human life rather than Darwinism. After all, the eighteenth-century French 
materialist Julien de La Mettrie called man a machine long before Darwin 
arrived on the scene. 

However, why do we need to choose between Darwinism and philo
sophical naturalism to explain the devaluing of human life? Surely both 
were influential. The thinkers we have examined in this work saw 
Darwinism as an integral-indeed often as the foundational-aspect of 
their entire worldview. Certainly their view of the human condition relied 
heavily on their Darwinian understanding. Further, Darwinism played an 
integral role in the rise of materialism and positivism in the late nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. 

This study is important, not only because it shows the intersection of 
Darwinian biology and ethics in the past, especially the way that 
Darwinism influenced thinking about the value of human life, but also 
because these debates are still with us today. In the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries sociobiology and evolutionary psychology are making 
similar claims about the implications of Darwinism for ethics and morality. 
Often these scientists and philosophers seem oblivious to the many earlier 
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attempts to wed Darwinism to ethics. Also, many bioethicists today are 
articulating positions quite similar to the views of the figures in this study. 
Peter Singer and James Rachels, for example, are contemporary philoso
phers who argue that Darwinism has effectively undermined the Judeo
Christian doctrine of the sanctity of human life, thereby making 
involuntary euthanasia permissible in some circumstances, such as in the 
case of a severely handicapped infant. 

Another reason this study is so important is because it gives further 
insight into the roots of Hitler's worldview and his genocidal mentaliry. It 
also helps explain why so many educated Germans would cooperate with 
the Nazis and participate in the Holocaust, including many medical per
sonnel. When he embraced eugenics, involuntary euthanasia for the hand
icapped, and racial extermination, Hitler was drawing on ideas that were 
circulating widely among the educated elites. Klaus Fischer has rightly 
stated, "Adolf Hitler's racial image of the world was not simply the product 
of his own delusion but the result of the findings of 'respectable' science in 
Germany and in other parts of the world, including the United States."] 
These ideas were not dominant in German sociery, but they were reputable 
and mainstream in scholarly circles, especially among the medical and 
scientific elites. 

It would be foolish to blame Darwinism for the Holocaust, as though 
Darwinism leads logically to the Holocaust. No, Darwinism by itself did 
not produce Hitler's worldview, and many Darwinists drew quite different 
conclusions from Darwinism for ethics and social thought than did Hitler. 
Eugenics and scientific racism were prominent in scholarly circles in many 
European countries and also in the United States, but obviously in none of 
them did Darwinism lead to the Holocaust. It did lead, however, to the 
compulsory sterilization of hundreds of thousands in the United States, 
Sweden, and other countries in the mid-twentieth century. As a result of 
the resurgence of eugenics in the late twentieth century, China passed the 
Maternal and Infant Health Law, which required premarital health exams 
and strongly encouraged sterilization for those deemed unfit to reproduce 
(while the sterilization measure was theoretically voluntary, Dikotter points 
out that in practice the Chinese government usually gets its way).2 
Darwinism also spawned debate on euthanasia and infanticide, and even 
though these are still illegal in most countries (the biggest exception is the 
Netherlands), they are practiced more widely than many suspect.3 

To deny the influence of Darwinism on Hitler would also be foolish, 
however, especially since almost all scholars of Nazism acknowledge it. 
Richard J. Evans highlights the importance of social Darwinist 
discourse not only for Hitler, but also for those cooperating with 
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Hider's genocidal program: 

Hitler took up this rhetoric and used his own version of the language of 
social Darwinism as a central element in the discursive practice of extermi
nation .... The language of social Darwinism in its Nazi variant had come 
to be a means of legitimizing tertor and extermination against deviants, 
opponents of the regime, and indeed anyone who did not appear to be 
wholeheartedly devoted to the war effort. The language of social Darwinism 
helped to remove all restraint from those who directed the terroristic and 
exterminatory policies of the regime, and it legitimized these policies in the 
minds of those who practiced them by persuading them that what they were 
doing was justified by history, science, and nature.4 

Darwinism by itself did not produce the Holocaust, but without 
Darwinism, especially in its social Darwinist and eugenics permutations, 
neither Hider nor his Nazi followers would have had the necessary scien
tific underpinnings to convince themselves and their collaborators that one 
of the world's greatest atrocities was really morally praiseworthy. 
Darwinism-or at least some naturalistic interpretations of Darwinism
succeeded in turning morality on its head. 
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