
Other Victims of the Holocaust: 
People with Special Needs & the T4 

Euthanasia Program 



Journal: How do we look and treat those 
with special needs (physical and mental 
disabilities) today?  What prevalent 
attitudes exist within society?  Explain. 

Starter



► How does the experience of those with disabilities 
during the Holocaust connect to, extend, or challenge 
our existing thinking about the Holocaust and human 
behavior? 

►What does the experience of those with disabilities 
during the Holocaust teach us about the range of 
choices available to people during this time period? 

► Why is the history of those with special needs 
during the Holocaust important to study? 

Essential Questions



► Permitting the Destruction of Life Unworthy of 
Life, by Karl Binding & Alfred Hoche (1920) 

► Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased 
Offspring (July 14, 1933)

● Physician complicity? 
● Other laws

► Misjudged People (1932)

Setting the Scene- 
Prevailing Attitudes in Germany 



Paragraph 1. 
(1)  Whoever is afflicted with a hereditary disease can be sterilized by 
a surgical operation, if—according to the experience of medical 
science—there is a great probability that his descendents will suffer 
from serious bodily or mental defects

(2) Hereditary diseases under this law are 1. Hereditary 
feeblemindedness, 2. Schizophrenia, 3. Manic-depressive insanity, 4. 
Hereditary epilepsy, 5. Huntington’s Chorea, 6. Hereditary blindness, 
7. Hereditary deafness, 8. Serious hereditary bodily deformities.  

(3) Furthermore those suffering from Alcoholism can be sterilized 

Paragraph 12. 
(1) When the [Supreme Eugenical] court has finally decided upon the 

sterilization, the operation has to be performed even against the 
will of the subject . . . 

Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring, 
1933



Slide from a Nazi propaganda filmstrip for the Hitler Youth. 
"Mentally ill Negro 16 years in an institution costing 35,000 RM 

[Reichsmarks]."



Caption: "...because God cannot want the sick and ailing to 
reproduce." This image originates from a film, produced by the Reich 

Propaganda Ministry. 



► Ausschusskinderer: “garbage children” or “committee 
children,” “life unworthy of life”

► Hitler’s 1939 Euthanasia Decree

► Acceleration- October 1939 

► Precursor to the Concentration Camps? 

► T4 Comes to a Halt: August 1941

► Continuation- Aktion 14f13 Program 

From Sterilization to Death: 
The T4 Program 



The Nazis- A Warning from History
Episode 2- From Chaos to Consent



Hartheim castle (Austria), a euthanasia killing center where people 
with physical and mental disabilities were killed by gassing and lethal 

injection. 



Nazi physician Karl Brandt, director of the T4 Euthanasia Program, 
1942



Buses used to transport patients to Hadamar euthanasia center. The 
windows were painted to prevent people from seeing those inside, 

1941.



Smoke rising from the chimney at Hadamar, one of six facilities which 
carried out the Nazis' T4 Euthanasia Program, 1941.



► ‘Careful’ Selection for killing

► Causes of Death
 ● Diagnoses/Handbook 
 ●“Maintaining this medical cover-up required an 
extensive bureaucracy of deception”  (Evans 59).  

► Exploiting Death

Falsifying Death 



Two pages of the death registry at Hadamar listing false causes of 
death. Thousands of the physically and mentally disabled were killed 

there as part of the Euthanasia Program. Germany, April 5, 1945.



Meningitis: Abscesses on the brain are relatively rare as such and require a long 
period to develop, so that this illness can only be considered by us in a few very 
exceptional cases.  It is useful if any of these symptoms are already evident, such 
as a discharge of pus from the ears, noses or sinuses . . . Every age group can be 
affected by this illness.  

Pneumonia: Pneumonia is an ideal cause of death for our action, because the 
population at large regards it as a critical illness which means therefore that its life-
endangering character will be plausible . . . Pneumonia can occur in every age 
group and in both sexes.  In the case of young and fit individuals, one simply has to 
calculate a somewhat longer duration than in the case of elderly and frail patients. 

Strokes: This cause of death is especially suitable in the case of older people, of at 
least forty or more years of age; in the case of young people it is so rare that one 
should not choose it.  As a cause of death it is particularly suitable because it is so 
sudden, has no particular contributory symptoms, and results in the patient dying 
a relatively painless death.  This cause of death always seems reasonable to 
relatives, and they like to believe in it.  It is also credible that the patient has died 
without any prior symptoms. 

Diagnoses Provided to T4 Doctors



Emmi G., a 16-year-old housemaid diagnosed as schizophrenic. She 
was sterilized and sent to the Meseritz-Obrawalde euthanasia center 

where she was killed with an overdose of tranquilizers on December 7, 
1942. Place and date uncertain.



► Perpetrator Networks of Cooperation 

► Incentives 

► Perpetrator Rationales: 
● Managers- “bureaucratic killers” or “desk murderers”; sought 
power, career advancement
● Supervisors: members of SS, responsible for record keeping, 
security, correspondence, registry, personnel.  Deeply involved in 
killing process from beginning to end, many were ‘proud to be part 
of a moment in history’
● Nurses: “did my duty,” “obeyed superiors,” threats/intimidation 
from Gestapo, “if I were seriously ill and had no way of recovering 
like the mentally ill patients, I would want to be killed,” “put 
people out of their misery”

► Bystander behavior 

The Range of Human Behavior 





Personnel of T4, the agency created to administer the Nazi Euthanasia 
Program. Berlin, Germany, date uncertain.



The Range of Human Behavior- Cont’d

► The role of the Protestant church 

► Church debate: public vs. private protest 

► Upstander behavior: 
• Negotiating with bus drivers, stalling tactics 
• Refusal to fill out forms 
• Notifying relatives
• Appeals to government
• Protest in sermons 
• “Safe houses” 

The Range of Human Behavior- Cont’d



► Pastor Paul Braune, vice president of the Central Council of 
the Inner Mission; kept reports and sent memos to the Interior 
Ministry 

“How far does one want to go with the extermination of so-
called lives unworthy of life? The mass actions up to now have 
shown that many people have been taken who were in large 
part of clear and sane mind.  Where does the limit lie?  Who is 
abnormal, antisocial, who is hopelessly ill? . . . It is a dangerous 
venture to abandon the integrity of the person without any 
legal foundation . . . Will it not endanger the ethics of the entire 
population, when human life counts for so little?”   -For the Soul 
of the People, pg. 112

The Range of Human Behavior- Cont’d



Goal: To connect, in a variety of ways, to a primary source as well as 
engage in meaningful conversation about the document.

1) In groups, you will each receive a primary source 
document relating to the experiences of those with special needs 
during the Holocaust. 

2) For 5-6 minutes, silently read the document and respond with the 
following in the margins: 

● Your reaction to the document, thoughts, comments, questions 
● Connection to something we’ve discussed this semester
● Connection to your own life, other history, current events

Little Paper- Silent Conversation 



Little Paper, Cont’d:
3) Pass the document to the next person in your group. 

4) Read your new document and then you can either write in 
your responses or comment on someone else’s response. 

5) Once you have gotten your original document back, revisit it—
it probably looks much different than when you first read it.  
Pick 1 or 2 comments that you found particularly interesting.  
You will read them to the group and allow your other group 
members a chance to respond and discuss. 

Little Paper- Silent Conversation 



► Statistics: 
● 270,000 to 400,000 adult patients killed 
as part of T4 Program
● 5,000 to 10,000 children killed in mental institutions
● 10,000- Special actions against Jews in institutions
● 20,000 to 40,000 concentration camp inmates killed as 
part of Aktion 14f13 program
● 750,000 –estimate of special needs victims ultimately 
killed  
● 400,000-500,000 people with special needs sterilized

► Challenge of Accuracy 

Judgment, Memory & Legacy 



Judgment, Memory & Legacy 

► Recognition 

► Judgment
● Trials
● Lack of Guilt 

Judgment, Memory & Legacy 



Friedrich Mennecke, a Euthanasia Program physician who was 
responsible for sending many patients to be gassed. He was sentenced 

to death in 1946, died before sentence went into effect. 



Cemetery at Hadamar where victims of euthanasia killing at Hadamar 
were buried. This photograph was taken toward the end of the war. 

Hadamar, Germany, April 1945.



Wrapping Up Little Paper:

► Reflect on this session—the PowerPoint, documents you 
read, and your group’s discussion.  What is one idea from 
this session that: 

● You have connected with

● Extends your previous knowledge/thinking of the 
Holocaust  and/or human behavior 

● Challenges your thinking on the Holocaust and/or 
human behavior

Wrapping Up - Journal
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