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Mentally	
  and	
  Physically	
  Disabled	
  Victims1	
  of	
  National	
  Socialism	
  in	
  Austria	
  
	
  
Nazi	
  racial	
  theory	
  was	
  based	
  on	
  a	
  twisted	
  version	
  of	
  Darwin’s	
  Theory	
  of	
  Evolution.	
  	
  Nazis	
  thought	
  
that	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  create	
  a	
  genetically	
  perfect	
  “Aryan”	
  society,	
  they	
  had	
  to	
  “cleanse”	
  the	
  gene	
  pool	
  of	
  
people	
  they	
  found	
  to	
  be	
  inferior.	
  	
  This	
  group	
  included	
  people	
  with	
  physical	
  or	
  mental	
  disabilities,	
  
mental	
  illnesses,	
  genetic	
  diseases,	
  sexually	
  transmitted	
  diseases,	
  and	
  alcoholism.	
  	
  Nazi	
  doctors	
  
used	
  the	
  medical	
  system	
  to	
  get	
  rid	
  of	
  people	
  that	
  they	
  found	
  to	
  be	
  genetically	
  “undesirable”	
  
through	
  neglect,	
  experimentation,	
  and	
  murder.	
  
	
  
After	
  the	
  annexation	
  of	
  Austria	
  into	
  the	
  German	
  Reich,	
  the	
  public	
  health	
  Department	
  for	
  Genetic	
  
and	
  Racial	
  Hygiene	
  ("Erb-­‐	
  und	
  Rassenpflege")	
  within	
  the	
  Main	
  Health	
  Office	
  began	
  mass	
  screenings	
  
of	
  the	
  Austrian	
  population	
  to	
  make	
  lists	
  of	
  people	
  that	
  were	
  viewed	
  as	
  bad	
  for	
  the	
  Aryan	
  gene	
  pool.	
  	
  
The	
  Nazis	
  began	
  by	
  performing	
  forced	
  sterilization	
  of	
  people	
  who	
  they	
  did	
  not	
  want	
  to	
  have	
  
children,	
  such	
  as	
  people	
  in	
  psychiatric	
  hospitals,	
  juvenile	
  delinquents,	
  or	
  people	
  with	
  non-­‐white	
  
parents.	
  	
  Over	
  6,000	
  people	
  were	
  sterilized	
  through	
  this	
  program	
  in	
  Austria.	
  
	
  
In	
  1939,	
  as	
  war	
  broke	
  out,	
  Nazis	
  moved	
  from	
  forced	
  sterilization	
  to	
  murder.	
  	
  Afraid	
  of	
  protests,	
  the	
  
program	
  was	
  carried	
  out	
  in	
  secret	
  under	
  the	
  code	
  name	
  Operation	
  T4.	
  	
  Institutions	
  and	
  hospitals	
  
would	
  fill	
  out	
  questionnaires	
  about	
  their	
  patient’s	
  ability	
  to	
  work,	
  and	
  based	
  on	
  these	
  surveys	
  a	
  
physician	
  would	
  decide	
  whether	
  the	
  patient	
  should	
  live	
  or	
  be	
  “euthanized.”	
  	
  Most	
  of	
  those	
  who	
  
were	
  selected	
  to	
  die	
  were	
  sent	
  to	
  killing	
  centers	
  and	
  gassed,	
  a	
  model	
  later	
  used	
  to	
  kill	
  millions	
  in	
  
concentration	
  camps.	
  	
  Others	
  were	
  poisoned	
  or	
  used	
  in	
  hospital	
  experiments,	
  such	
  as	
  tests	
  for	
  
tuberculosis	
  vaccines.	
  	
  Hospital	
  workers	
  and	
  doctors	
  would	
  then	
  lie	
  to	
  family	
  members	
  about	
  the	
  
cause	
  of	
  death,	
  telling	
  them	
  that	
  their	
  loved	
  ones	
  had	
  died	
  naturally	
  of	
  disease.	
  
	
  
Secrecy	
  broke	
  down	
  quickly	
  however,	
  and	
  in	
  response	
  to	
  protests	
  the	
  program	
  Operation	
  T4	
  was	
  
ended.	
  	
  However,	
  the	
  killing	
  continued	
  unofficially.	
  	
  Instead	
  of	
  sending	
  patients	
  to	
  killing	
  centers,	
  
victims	
  were	
  killed	
  through	
  starvation,	
  lethal	
  injection,	
  or	
  neglect.	
  
	
  
In	
  Austria,	
  the	
  center	
  of	
  euthanasia	
  operations	
  was	
  the	
  Heil-­‐	
  und	
  Pflegeanstalt	
  "Am	
  Steinhof"	
  in	
  
Vienna	
  (today's	
  Otto	
  Wagner	
  Hospital).	
  	
  Between	
  1940	
  and	
  1945	
  the	
  so-­‐called	
  “children’s	
  ward”	
  Am	
  
Spiegelgrund	
  murdered	
  hundreds	
  of	
  sick	
  or	
  disabled	
  children	
  and	
  young	
  adults.	
  	
  Thousands	
  of	
  
other	
  adult	
  victims	
  were	
  sent	
  to	
  Hartheim	
  Castle	
  near	
  Linz	
  and	
  murdered	
  by	
  gassing	
  or	
  by	
  
starvation.	
  	
  
	
  
Most	
  Austrian	
  victims	
  of	
  Nazi	
  medicine	
  were	
  not	
  recognized	
  as	
  official	
  victims	
  by	
  the	
  Austrian	
  
government	
  until	
  the	
  1990s.	
  	
  Many	
  doctors	
  involved	
  in	
  euthanasia	
  programs	
  did	
  not	
  go	
  to	
  jail	
  but	
  
instead	
  continued	
  their	
  careers	
  as	
  medical	
  professionals	
  and	
  psychiatrists.	
  	
  For	
  example,	
  Dr.	
  
Heinrich	
  Gross	
  from	
  the	
  Spiegelgrund	
  clinic	
  continued	
  to	
  work	
  in	
  medicine	
  and	
  to	
  use	
  the	
  remains	
  
of	
  victims	
  from	
  “Am	
  Spiegelgrund”	
  in	
  his	
  medical	
  research	
  until	
  as	
  late	
  as	
  the	
  1980s.	
  	
  Most	
  of	
  the	
  
remains	
  were	
  finally	
  buried	
  in	
  a	
  memorial	
  grave	
  in	
  the	
  Vienna	
  Central	
  Cemetery	
  in	
  2002,	
  and	
  a	
  
Spiegelgrund	
  memorial	
  was	
  built	
  in	
  2012	
  to	
  bury	
  the	
  rest.	
  
	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1	
  Or	
  those	
  declared	
  to	
  be	
  so.	
  	
  This	
  label	
  was	
  applied	
  far	
  beyond	
  who	
  would	
  today	
  be	
  considered	
  to	
  have	
  a	
  
mental	
  or	
  physical	
  disability	
  or	
  illness,	
  and	
  was	
  often	
  used	
  to	
  categorize	
  those	
  who	
  the	
  Nazis	
  found	
  “asocial”	
  
or	
  nonconforming.	
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gene	
  pool—der	
  Genpool,	
  die	
  Gesamtheit	
  aller	
  
Genvariationen	
  einer	
  Population	
  
inferior-­‐-­‐minderwertig	
  
disability—die	
  Behinderung	
  
sexually	
  transmitted	
  disease—die	
  
Geschlechtskrankheit	
  

undesirable—unerwünschte	
  Person	
  
neglect—die	
  Vernachlässigung	
  
screening—die	
  Überprüfung	
  
forced	
  sterilization-­‐-­‐	
  Zwangssterilisation	
  
juvenile	
  delinquents—straffälliger	
  
Jugendlicher	
  
questionnaire—der	
  Fragebogen	
  
vaccine—das	
  Impfen	
  
starvation—das	
  Hungern	
  
lethal	
  injection—die	
  Giftspritze	
  
(human)	
  remains—die	
  Menschenfunde	
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