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- ‘Hollow apologies should

be avoided

2000% 20240% 0,
s34 (FRH% )

The head of the Max Planck Society is right to resist pressures to apologize for the actions of a previous generation. But

acknowledgement and condemnation cannct come too soon.
CC I tis not within the moral authority of those who did not direct-
ly take part [in Nazi experiments on humans] to ask forgive-
ness for unforgivable crimes on behalf of others.” Writing in
the weekly newspaper Die Zeit, Hubert Markl, president of the Max
Planck Society (MPS), puts his finger on a quandary that continues to
deeply trouble many in the German scientific community: how
should the postwar generation of scientists deal with the crimes
committed in the name of medical research during the Third Reich?

Most scientists seem to agree that formal apologies to surviving
victims of the experiments is in order, and long overdue. In the first
decades after the war a conspiracy of silence reigned over the role of
scientists supported by the Kaiser Wilhelm Society (KWS, the
forerunner of the MPS) and the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft
(DFG) in such experiments. Silence was important to the scientists
who moved into key positions in the postwar scientific community.
It was broken in the 1980s when academics such as geneticist Benno
Muller-Hill published evidence linking scientists who continued to
head research institutes after the war to these crimes.

Pressure on the MPS and the DFG to apologize to the survivors
of such experiments while they are still alive has increased,
particularly since the 55th anniversary of the freeing from Auschwitz
a few weeks ago. Many academics argue that Willy Brandt was
prepared to kneel at the Warsaw ghetto 30 years ago and ask
forgiveness for the crimes against Jews committed by Germans
during the Third Reich (indeed, German president Johannes Rau
only last week apologized in the Israeli parliament): surely
representatives of research organizations should be prepared to do
the same? ' :

Max Planck Society admits to
its predecessor’s Nazi links

Hubert Markl, president of the Max Planck

Eva Mozes Kor, who with her twin sister

Apology too easy

However, what is generally accepted as appropriate action for
Brandt, elected chancellor of a nation whose majority had lived
through the war, appears not to be a simple matter to the war babies
who now run German research organizations. Markl argues that
apology is too easy and gives more to those who apologize — in
particular an easing of conscience — than to those asked to accept
the apology.

Markl’s views have not brought him popularity in a society that
struggles with the concept of collective guilt. But his reasons for
holding back are based on a morality that has been well thought
through, resists emotional pressure and detachedly considers the
position of those who are not personally responsible and of those,
still alive, who suffered.

The crimes committed are too great to allow forgiveness, he argues.
Baby-boomers should not trivialize them by seeking forgiveness on
behalf of others now dead, who, for all we know, might not even regret
whattheydid. Apologies are not useful to the victims. Moreimportant
is an explicit portrayal of what happened. At Mark!’s behest, the MPS
recently launched a five-year research programme, run by science
historians who are completely independent of the MPS, into the
history of the KWS during the Third Reich. Markl, who says that this
should have happened years ago, wants to wait for the results of the
programme before deciding ifan apology is due, or helpful.

(44 ué)
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Markl said that his apology was not a

Society (MPS), has accepted that the
management and staff of its predecessor
society were involved in Nazi war atrocities,
and has apologized to their victims.

His statement was in response to the
findings of a group of science historians he
commissioned in 1999 to investigate the role
played by basic researchers of the Kaiser
Wilhelm Society during the Second World
War. This society, which was succeeded after
the war by the MPS, was responsible for
medical experiments undertaken at concen-
tration camps.

Markl has long resisted issuing what he
said would be an ‘easy apology’ (see Nature
403, 813;2000). But now, he says, the histori-
ans have'produced hard evidence that proves
“beyond the shadow of a doubt that directors
and employees at Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes
co-masterminded and sometimes even
actively participated in the crimes of the Nazi
regime”.

His apology was delivered at an emotion-
ally charged meeting held by the historians
on 7 June in Berlin, at the halfway point of
their five-year investigation.

Miriam was one of about 250 subjects who
survived a programme of human experi-
mentation orchestrated by the geneticist
Josef Mengele at the Auschwitz concentra-
tion camp in Poland, told the meeting of her
personal experiences.

Three times a week, Mengele’s twins were
walked to the Auschwitz main camp for
experiments. “We had to sit naked in aroom.
Every part of our body was measured, poked
and compared to charts and photographed.
Every movement was noted. We were inject-
ed with germs and chemicals and they took a
lot of blood from us,” she said.

Kor said that her way of coping was to
forgive the perpetrators. However, a second
survivor, Jona Laks, said that the crimes
should be remembered and never forgiven.

Kor explained how she developed a life-
threatening fever after one of the injections,
and feigned recovery in order to rejoin the
experiments. “Would I have died, Mengele
would have killed Miriam with an injection
to the heart and would have done compara- |
tive autopsies on our bodies. This is the way J
most of the twins died.”

request for “removal of guilt”, as the crimes
were too heinous to allow such a release. By
apologizing, both personally and on behalf
of the MPS in proxy for the Kaiser Wilhelm
Society, Markl said: “I am referring to the
sincerest expression of deepest regret, com-
passion, andghame at the fact that crimes of
this sort were committed, promoted, and
not prevented within the ranks of German
scientists.”

He also apologized for the fact that
the MPS had taken so long to begin its
investigation, which he claimed was partly
due to “a lack of willingness on the part of
[some] inside and outside the Max
Planck Society to face up to their historical
responsibility”.

Kor, who was one of ten survivors present
at the meeting and is a founder of the sur-
vivors’ group Candles, called the apology a
“courageous gesture”.
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