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Abstract 
We aim to reconstruct the impact of Nazi medicine on institutionalized mental health ethics and 

its expressions from 1990 until 2020. Our focus on contemporary ethical debates related to 

psychiatry/mental health care is justified by its historical relevance, high patient numbers and 

neglect in current German-Israel-comparative research. By analysing the evolution of bioethical 

discourses via documents and interviews in both countries, we focus on three research areas 

which might have been impacted, in implicit or explicit ways, by historical references to Nazi  
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medicine:  

1. To what extent are individuals with mental illness seen as able to give informed consent? 

And if so, which ethical safeguards are implemented? 

2.  How is research with mentally incompetent patients justified and balanced with other 

values? 

3.  What are the competing scientific and ethical imperatives in current experimental 

practices, such as placebo research?  

Our empirical-comparative study aims at detailed, disciplinary-reflective understandings of the 

social, political and ideological factors which influence the development of ethical discourses 

in psychiatry and mental health research in the last three decades, with a special focus on the 

historical reference to Nazi medicine. 

 

Objectives 
The project aims to achieve three interlinked objectives:  

1. To study how the legacy of Nazi medicine bears ethical relevance to contemporary bioethics 

(especially mental health ethics) in Germany and Israel (by employing expert interviews).  

2. To reconstruct and compare the particular discourse patterns (implicit and explicit) in the ethical 

governance of research and novel treatments of patients with psychiatric diagnosis in the relevant 

period. 

3. To reflect on the ways in which the strong influence of the individualistic approach (understood 

as the negation of “Nazi ideology”) framed mental health ethics in Germany and Israel and to 

deduce what can be learned from this framing for future research ethics and ethics teaching.  
 
Methods 
The study combines empirical-qualitative methodology and conceptual analysis. The research 

tools are:  

Discourse analysis: studying both explicit implicit references to the Holocaust (as well as the 

sometimes glaring absence of such references) in bioethical analyses, reports, and literature 

related to treatment of institutionalized patients of psychiatric disorders (dementia, depression 

and schizophrenia) in Germany and Israel from 1990 until 2020 in German, English, and Hebrew. 

In Germany, this involves conducting a systematic search in relevant data banks (e.g. IDEM  
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(Informationsdienst Ethik in der Medizin, Göttingen), Databank of the Deutsches 

Referenzzentrum Ethik in den Wissenschaften (Bonn), as well as in leading German bioethics 

liberaries (e.g. Münster, Göttingen, Tübingen, Bochum, Berlin, Freiburg). In Israel, we will gather 

relevant data from academic journals, books, and conference proceedings in libraries in Tel Aviv, 

Jerusalem and Beer Sheva, and from 2000s onwards also then increasingly in English journals. 

Therefore, we also include English reference data banks such as Pubmed, the Web of Science, 

and JSTOR. We will also include a media analysis to identify potential themes of public and 

political relevance in Germany and Israel. We will systematically search mainstream weekly 

journals and newspapers, such as Yedioth, Maariv, and Haaretz, in Israel, and Die Zeit and Der 

Spiegel in Germany  

 
In-depth interviews: We will conduct 20-30 in-depth semi-structured interviews with senior leading 

German and Israeli bioethicists. The recruitment process will consider the expert’s longstanding 

experience in the field, his/her involvement/connectedness with other local bioethicists via 

membership in academic associations, or ethics committees, or advisory boards. The leading 

bioethicists will hold official positions such as being a board member of a regional/national 

committee, national association or institute (existing since at least 1995). To identify potential 

candidates we will contact all departments of history of medicine or/and of medical ethics in 

Germany and Israel. Respondents will be asked to reflect on the following: 

 

* The role of historical events or references (such as the Holocaust, fascist medicine, Nuremberg 

trials, etc.) in the establishment and daily practice (e.g. IRB, teaching, research) of current 

bioethics.  

* The influence of international literature on the holocaust/bioethics-relationship on their national 

bioethical culture.  

* The role of references to fascist medical history in public or academic debates of bioethics (esp. 

mental health ethics) and how they assess these references in relation to their own bioethical 

practices and policies. 

 
Thematic/ content analysis: Interview transcripts will be analysed thematically, translated from 

Hebrew/German into English, and compared cross-nationally in order to disclose discursive 
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themes that recur within and across organizational pairs (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Transcripts 

will be organized and coded with the ATLAS.ti software, using a grounded theory approach to 

data analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1990). Emergent topics identified through inductive coding will 

be further compared with the general categories of bioethical discourse gleaned from public 

policies and academic discourse. 

 

Comparative approach and theory building: Preliminary results and results of the expert interviews 

will be analysed in accordance with the method of controlled comparison (Eggan, 1954) which 

was further developed (Schicktanz/Raz, 2016) for bioethics. Cultural comparison of moral 

claims/ethical argumentations in different contexts (here: the ethical relevance of the historical 

events) can provide reflection on three levels (Schicktanz, 2018):  

• as translation of claims of validity in a joint language to identify common concerns; 

•  as decentration, which is a critical self-location in the relation of one‘s own to others‘ 

cultural belonging (Raz/Schicktanz 2016);  

• as an ‘enlightened’ basis for deliberation by including culturally embedded arguments to 

reach new areas of consensus or identify areas of joint validity. 

This approach offers both a critical-reflective focus and intersubjective comprehensible 

argumentation (instead of relying on epistemic relativism). It will also build on our preliminary 

identification and classification of different types of ‘historical arguments’ for bioethical 

reflection (Schicktanz, et al. 2021) that allow us to categorize the findings and compare them 

along their usage in academic and/or public discourse.  

 

Our focus: The case of mental health and related ethical issues of research, institution, 
and treatment. 
 
Data handling 
We will obtain IRB approval (Göttingen University in Germany, Ben Gurion University in Israel) 

for the expert interviews before the project starts. We will ensure anonymity of the collected data 

for any publication or public dissemination. For reasons of methodological transparency experts 

will be asked to consent that their names will be mentioned in a general listing of interviewees, 

but individual quotes will not be identifiable (only nationality will be indicated). The reason for the  
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anonymity rule is that we expect more detailed information about the experts’ perspective 

regarding historical references. Personal information (identity of the experts) will be known only 

by the project partners and all data will be handled according with data protection law (original 

data will only be stored on password protected PC, no storage in public domains or on shared 

folders). 

All collected literature will be digitalized to make it available to participating researchers. A 

complete reference list will be compiled and published on the project website at the end of project 

to serve as an archive for future research. Where possible, open access references will be 

collected and made available to the international research community.  


