
The Aus trian doc tor af ter whom Asperger syndrome is named was an ac tive par tic i pant
in the Nazi regime, as sist ing in the Third Re ich’s eu thana sia pro gramme and sup port ing
the con cept of racial hy giene by deem ing cer tain chil dren un wor thy to live, ac cord ing to an
ex plo sive new study by a med i cal his to rian.

Her wig Czech, from Vienna’s Med i cal Univer sity, has made the claim in an aca demic
pa per pub lished in the open ac cess journal Molec u lar Autism, fol low ing eight years of re -
search into the pae di a tri cian Hans Asperger.

Asperger is hailed as a pioneer in the �eld of child psy chi a try and pae di atrics, par tic u -
larly for his ground break ing con tri bu tion to un der stand ing Asperger syndrome and the
autism spec trum.

But by un earthing pre vi ously un touched doc u ments from state archives, in clud ing
Asperger’s per son nel �les and pa tient case records, Czech has re vealed a sci en tist who al -
lied him self so closely with the Nazi ide ol ogy that he fre quently re ferred chil dren to the
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Am Spiegel grund clinic, which was set up as a col lect ing point for chil dren who failed to
con form to the regime’s cri te ria of “wor thy to live”.

Nearly 800 chil dren died at the clinic be tween 1940 and 1945, many of whom were mur -
dered un der the no to ri ous T4 eu thana sia scheme.

In a joint state ment the ed i tors of Molec u lar Autism – Si mon BaronCo hen, Ami Klin,
Steve Sil ber man and Joseph Buxbaum – said they wel comed the fact that Czech’s “metic u -
lous re search” had � nally thrown light on decades of

scep ti cism about Asperger’s claims that he had taken a car ing ap proach to his pa tients.
“The de gree of Asperger’s in volve ment in the tar get ing of Vienna’s most vul ner a ble

chil dren has re mained an open and vex ing ques tion in autism re search for a long time,”
they wrote in a joint state ment.

The term Asperger syndrome was �rst coined in Lon don in 1981 by Dr Lorna Wing. At
the time, they added, “she and we as sci en tists and clin i cians, as well as the broader
autism com mu nity, were un aware of Hans Asperger’s close al liance with, and sup port of,
the Nazi pro gramme of com pul sory ster il i sa tion and eu thana sia”.

Among Czech’s �nd ings is a photo of the dis traught face of Herta Schreiber, who suf -
fered from en cephali tis and died of pneu mo nia three months af ter her ad mit tance to
Spiegel grund, un der Asperger’s or ders, a day af ter her third birth day. Asperger or dered her
trans fer be cause “she must be an un bear able bur den to her mother” and she was deemed
in cur able. A spec i men of Herta’s brain, found in a prepa ra tion jar in the base ment of the
clinic in the late 1990s, was buried in 2002, Czech said.

There was no ev i dence that Asperger de lib er ately tar geted for eu thana sia the pa tients
with dis tinct psy cho log i cal char ac ter is tics he had called “autis tic psy chopaths”, un der the
di ag no sis for which he be came fa mous, said Czech. But his di ag noses proved bur den some
for many of his pa tients, even years af ter the col lapse of the Nazi regime, when Asperger
con tin ued as a doc tor for more than three decades.

Nei ther, said Czech, was there ev i dence of the benev o lent at ti tude to wards his pa tients
that Asperger and oth ers later boasted of. Czech also found a dis tinct lack of ev i dence of
Asperger’s self-coined “ped a gogic op ti mism”, ac cord ing to which some could be treated
or cured.

Asperger took con sid er able pride in his Heilpäd a gogik or “ther a peu tic ped a gogy”,
which pro moted the pop u lar idea among his col leagues and Nazi lead ers at a time of labour
short ages that in cer tain cases peo ple with autism made ex cel lent sol diers and re li able
work ers. But Asperger also wrote about the need to “carry out re stric tive mea sures”
against pa tients deemed to be in cur able and with hered i tary con di tions “out of a sense of
great re spon si bil ity” to wards the Ger man race. “In short, he was re spon si ble for de priv ing
of their lib erty many chil dren whom he deemed in ca pable of ex ist ing out side in sti tu tions,”
Czech said.

Asperger rose to the high est po si tion in the ex pand ing �eld of ther a peu tic ped a gogy,
adapting it to suit Nazi ide ol ogy, and was pro moted over the heads of Jewish col leagues
who were forced out of the pro fes sion.

In his 43-page pa per, Czech is deeply crit i cal of au thors in the English s peak ing world,
whom he ac cused, over decades, of per pet u at ing a “pre dom i nantly apolo getic nar ra tive”



of Asperger “based on the limited range of sources avail able to them”.
He crit i cised Uta Frith, con sid ered one of the UK’s lead ing autism ex perts, say ing she

had “barely men tioned Na tional So cial ism” in her 1991 book “Asperger and his
Syndrome” which he be lieved had been in stru men tal in es tab lish ing the com mon view
that Asperger had “de fended his pa tients against the Nazi regime at great per sonal risk,”
when the op po site had been the case, Czech said. Frith did not re spond to a re quest for
com ment.

Czech also lists ex am ples of how Asperger of ten deemed sex u allyabused chil dren to be
re spon si ble for the abuse and their in abil ity to cope with the trauma of it a sign of per son -
al ity weak ness. He also cites how antiemitic stereo types crept into Asperger’s di ag nos tic
re ports, and lists sev eral cases of how he di ag nosed some Jewish chil dren’s dis turbed
men tal states as psy cho log i cal ab nor mal i ties while re fus ing to recog nise that the per se cu -
tion they and their fam i lies faced is likely to have con trib uted to their con di tions.

“Asperger’s fail ure to ac knowl edge what Jewish chil dren had been
‘He was re spon si ble for rob bing of their lib erty many chil dren whom he deemed in ca -

pable’ Her wig Czech Med i cal his to rian
through dur ing the war demon strates a com plete in di� er ence to wards Jewish peo ple’s

fate and the fact he con tin ued in the same way af ter the war shows he had not just been us -
ing this as a rhetor i cal strat egy to ap pease the Nazis,” said Czech.

The his to rian ad mit ted his �nd ings might well be painful for autis tic peo ple and their
fam i lies to di gest, but said he was obliged to re veal them. “It would have been wrong for
me to have with held this in for ma tion of a heroic �g ure who doesn’t hold up to the truth,
how ever di�  cult it is to hear,” he said.

“There is no ev i dence to show his con tri bu tions to autism re search were tainted by his
prob lem atic role dur ing Na tional So cial ism. So purg ing the term Asperger from the med i -
cal lex i con would not be helpful.”

Carol Povey, di rec tor at the Cen tre of Autism for the Na tional Autis tic So ci ety in the UK,
said: “We ex pect these �nd ings to spark a big con ver sa tion among autis tic peo ple and
fam ily mem bers, par tic u larly those who iden tify with the term ‘Asperger’. Ob vi ously no
one with a di ag no sis should feel in any way tainted by this very trou bling his tory.”


