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“Work Will Set You Free”

It’s 2 am on a cold winter night when the phone rings. You know it has to be your
teenager who is overdue from a snowmobile trip with a friend but instead, it’s a police
officer. She is calling to tell you that your teen was found unconscious in the forest with
severe injuries and hypothermia. The doctors are forming a plan to reattach their
severed hand but first, they need to treat them for hypothermia and frostbite. If they
survive, the risk of infection will have to be handled before they can perform surgery.
Today, these medical procedures are not only doable but even considered mundane
because of decades of knowledge gained from trial and error experimentation. Many
would agree that hands-on experience is best, although, in the period of World War II
some doctors did not wait for an injured party to try and solve these medical mysteries.
Some people volunteered under the false hope that “Work would set them free”. Most
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had no choice because they were considered disposable and were treated as such.
There is no denying that society gained immensely in terms of medical care, however, it
was at the death of thousands of concentration camp prisoners. For example we would
not have the research that lead us to the first successful limb and organ transplants.
Would you have changed your mind and not have allowed these treatments to be done
on your child because they were unethically sourced? Many debates have arisen on the
ethicality of using this research in modern medicine.2 During World War II, tragedy ran
rampant all over the world. The worst tragedy was the cruel medical experiments
performed by doctors under the Nazi regime. Hundreds of people in concentration
camps had their lives taken from them for military and medical gain. These experiments
were a tragedy because they took people's lives, loved ones and humanity. Modern
medicine triumphed greatly and would not be what it is today without them. It would be
ignorant and unjust if we did not use this research to help people today.
The concentration camps that were home to the experiments were created by the
S.S. in order to hold political prisoners and start testing procedures for the Final Solution
and mass sterilization.3 The first concentration camp established was Dachau in March
of 1933 for the purpose of holding political prisoners. It became an example and the
gold standard for other concentration camps to follow, most notably was Auschwitz.4
While historians have not found all of the research and details of the experiments in
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these camps, they were able to find a large amount that helped medicine all over the
world improve theories and practices. We can categorize the experiments performed as
one, the War Experiments, two, Exploratory Drug Tests and Surgeries, and three,
Heredity and Sterilization Experiments.5
The war experiments are so named because they were performed for the
purpose of helping German soldiers in the war survive extremes including high altitudes,
extremely cold temperatures, and drinking ocean water when lost at sea. Doctor
Sigmund Rascher was in charge of two of these experiments- the high altitude, and
freezing experiments. Doctor Hans Eppinger was in charge of the sea water
experiments. All three of these experiments took place at the Dachau Concentration
Camp, and were labeled as “Military Necessity”. Many scholars and doctors today
believe that this research and discoveries from it should not be cited in medical
textbooks because of the cruel nature of the experiments. If we did not have this
research, no matter how cruelly it was collected, thousands of more people would be
dead today from high altitude exposure and hypothermia.
One of the most prominent war simulation experiments was that of the high
altitude and elevation studies. The purpose of this experiment was to find a way to save
German war pilots from hypoxia when they were forced to deploy their parachutes at
high altitudes.6 This experiment was performed by Dr. Sigmund Rascher on prisoners at
the Dachau Concentration Camp. For this experiment, the doctors used compression
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chambers to simulate altitudes over 60,000 feet.7 The physical responses of the test
subjects would be monitored as the altitude began to affect them. Through live brain
dissections, performed by Rascher himself, it was learned and proved that small air
bubbles formed in blood vessels in parts of the brain.8 Without the sacrifice of those
exposed to this torture, we would not know how pilots could safely eject from planes
when there is a lack of oxygen.
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Two prisoners from Dachau in the middle of the High Altitude experiment; they have reached the
point where they have lost consciousness. Their identities are unknown.
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Another experiment that greatly affects us today is the hypothermia experiments.
The reason these experiments were performed was that doctors wanted to know how to
rewarm German air force soldiers who were stranded in the North Sea after being shot
down by enemy forces. This experiment was performed by Dr. Rascher on male
prisoners; most were forced into the experiments; however, some volunteered because
of promises that were not kept11. The effects of hypothermia were simulated by putting
the test subjects into ice water in various states of dress and consciousness. They
would then go through a rewarming process if they hadn't already frozen to death.12
Several methods included hot sleeping bags, boiling water baths, and the use of
another's body heat. On average, thousands of people get hypothermia each year;
however, without the research done by doctors at Dachau, we would not know how to
help those who have been affected by hypothermia today.
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Dr. Rascher and another Doctor at Dachau performing the hypothermia experiment on a prisoner.

The final experiment that was done for the sake of the war was the sea water
experiments. The essential idea behind it was that if soldiers were stranded at sea, they
would need to find a way to get fresh water to survive. Like the other war experiments,
this experiment was run at the Dachau Prison Camp by Dr. Hans Eppinger. They
subjected nearly 100 Roma Gypsies to the cruelty of this experiment; they would be
starved for days then forced to drink salt water and salt water mixed with saline for
days.14 Those experimented on were subjected to tragic side-effects such as diarrhea,
hallucinations, convulsions, and death. From this experiment, we gained medical
knowledge on the properties of salt water when ingested. We now know that when we
drink salt water, we will become extremely dehydrated and slowly die.
Other experiments, known as Exploratory Drug Tests and Surgeries, were
extremely cruel and appalling. However, they have produced some of the most critical

“Pseudo-Medical Experiments in Hitler's Concentration Camps.” Medical Review Auschwitz,
www.mp.pl/auschwitz/translations/english/170062,pseudo-medical-experiments-in-hitlers-concentration-c
amps.
14
PBS, Public Broadcasting Service, www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/holocaust/experiside.html#seaw.
13

6

research used in modern medicine to date. These experiments were performed solely
for the purpose of gaining medical knowledge on new procedures and medicines. This
type of experimentation includes one, the transplantation of limbs, bone, muscle, and
nerve tissues.15 Two, the testing of Sulfanilamide drugs on infected wounds, and three,
the testing of immunization drugs on illnesses such as malaria. Thousands of inmates
died from these experiments; however, without this research collected from them,
medicine would not be as advanced as it is today.
The experiments that focused around the transplanting of bone, muscle, and
nerve tissue can be considered as the most sadistic because it involved the removal of
entire limbs and the removal of sections of bone, muscle, and nerve tissue. This
experiment was carried out at the Ravensbrück Concentration Camp by Dr. Herta
Oberheuser.16 In testimony, Dr. Zofia Maczka17 states that in one or both legs, the
bones would be broken into several pieces by a hammer. She also states that when
muscle was removed, it was always in the same place. At the Nuremberg Trials it would
have been the belief of many that the only evidence left of these experiments was those
who survived them; however, that was not the case. Those in the camps took
clandestine photos of their injuries to document them.18
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This is one of the clandestine portraits taken behind the barracks at Ravensbrück. Pictured is a
woman named Bogumila Jasuik who was experimented on several times in 1942.

These experiments caused death to most patients and severe mutilation to the
survivors. Although the majority of those subjected to this torture did not need muscle,
bone, or nerve tissue removed, it was anyway. Therefore, it is arguable that this
experiments was one of the most tragic and unethical. As for the transplanting of limbs
to another body, the test subjects almost all died because of their body rejecting the
limb. If this experimentation was continued with better technology then, it is possible the
Nazis could be credited with the first successful limb transplant.
Along with forced injury, Sulfonamide or “Sulfa” drugs were tested on the
prisoners in the concentration camps to combat infection. This experiment was also
performed at the Ravensbruck Camp by Dr. Oberheuser. The injuries needed in order
to test if Sulfa drugs would cure an infection was simulated by wounding the victim and
then rubbing various substances into the wound to infect it. Some of these substances
included dirt, glass shards, rusty nails, and wood (these are the only documented
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substances, although there is likely to be more that were undisclosed)20. Many inmates
died from their injuries; those that survived were mutilated severely. They used their
permanent scars to sentence many of the Nazi doctors during the Nuremberg Trials.21
We still use Sulfa drugs to treat infection today and without the knowledge of what we
can treat with them, many people would die from infection today.

One of the lesser known experiments with a lower death toll than others was the
Malaria experiments. They were performed at the Dachau Concentration Camp by Dr.
Schilling and Professor Dachfinney on roughly 1,000 prisoners, with the purpose of
trying to find a treatment option or immunization.22 Patients were infected in two ways.
The first way of infection was through being bitten by mosquitos that were carriers of
Malaria. The second way of infection involves the injection of various quantities of
Malaria infected blood into the victim's bloodstream. This process was repeated until the
desired severity of disease was reached. Then the victims were treated with a range of
drugs including Quinine and Ephedrine. Many of the inmates or “guinea pigs” that were
tested on did not survive the experiments; those that did survive suffered tragic pain and
disability.23 While this research did not provide an immediate cure, it provided us with a
base to build a cure off of to where today, we can use multiple drugs to cure Malaria.
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Possibly the most infamous experiments performed by Nazi doctors during WWII
were those that dealt with twins, heredity, and sterilization. The man who is credited for
these nightmare-worthy experiments is named Josef Mengele, The Angel of Death.24
Due to Mengele’s sick fascination with twins and heredity, it is not surprising that he
would also experiment with the sterilization of Jewish women. Mengele was never tried
for his crimes at Auschwitz. It was only after his death we realize that he went under the
name Wolfgang Gerhard to travel to Brazil. In Brazil a town named Candido Godoi or
more popularly “Twin Town” claims to have been visited by a German man posing as a
veterinarian and offered medical treatment to farm animals and pregnant women. Jorge
Camarasa25, an Argentinian historian believes that this stranger offering medical
treatment was Dr. Mengele and that his genetic experiments were successful after all.
No one has been able to explain why in Candido Godoi, one in five pregnancies result
in twins, the majority of which have blond hair and blue eyes; therefore, these strange
occurrences are speculated to be caused by Dr. Mengele.

The infamous twin experiments were performed on twins of all ages who were
submitted into the camps. These experiments were the brainchild of Dr. Mengele, who
had a sick fascination for heredity since he studied under Dr. Otmar Freiherr von
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Verschuer who studied heredity and cleft palate.26 Mengele arrived at Auschwitz in
1943, where he soon began to study heredity on physical traits. Identical twins were
perfect for his research because he could isolate specific genetic factors through
comparison.27 The most common experiments involved observing and measuring every
part of one of the twin's bodies and then comparing the measurements to the other twin.
Another common experiment involved injecting both twins with multiple substances to
see if they had the same reaction. Eva Mozes Kor and her twin sister Miriam were both
experimented on at Auschwitz. Neither sister died in the camps, but Miriam died later on
from birth complications that are believed to have been a result from her time in the
camp.28 The twin experiments were not considered to possibly be successful until the
discovery that “Twin Town” in Brazil was visited by a German veterinarian after World
War II, around the same time that Dr. Mengele fled to South America like many other
Nazi war criminals.
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Pictured are twin sisters Eva Kor (left) and Miriam Kor (right), they are the first two children in line and are
wearing the striped jackets.

It is well known that the Nazis had multiple ideological and racial goals, such as
the elimination of “inferior” groups like the Jewish people and the Gypsies.30 They
sought to find a way to slowly eliminate them instead of killing them all right off; what
they were looking for was an effortless and quick way to sterilize the men, women, and
children in the camps. This experiment took place at the Auschwitz and Ravensburgh
concentration camps in multiple forms. The inmates were rarely anesthetized so all of
the sterilization methods were tragically done while the victims were awake.31 These
methods included surgery, injections of various substances, drugs, and constant X-rays.
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The majority of these experiments were successful, but still caused permanent damage
to the Inmates. The research collected from this experiment is used more for medical
knowledge than in actual medicine.

Imagine that you are a doctor who just received a victim from a car crash; they
will soon die if you do not take action. You quickly look at their ID and see that they are
signed as an organ donor and you are reminded that there is a young patient who
needs a kidney soon that has yet to have a donor. You are faced with two choices; one,
you can save the older victim from the car crash and hope that donor comes for the
young patient, or two, you can unethically remove the kidneys from the crash victim,
therefore murdering him to save the young patient’s life. If you go through with option
two and are found out before the transplantation surgery, should you be forced to throw
the kidneys away because they were immorally taken? This same concept can be
applied to the Nazi medical research, where the victims of the camps are the car crash
victim, and modern medicine and everyone who benefits from is the person in need of
the transplant. The experiments performed by the Nazis were tragic. They caused the
death of hundreds of thousands of innocent people. However, because of the unwilling
sacrifice of those subjected to the experiments, medicine, and medical knowledge
triumphed and advanced rapidly. If we did not use the research collected by the Nazis
then those who were tested on would have suffered and died for nothing.
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