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But if we fail, then the whole world …  will sink
into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more
sinister … by the lights of perverted science.

— Sir Winston Churchill, June 18, 1940

Historians of Nazi medical science,
that “unfolding monstrosity,” in

Robert Proctor’s words, that worked its
way from “racial hygiene, sterilization,
and racial exclusion to euthanasia, abu-
sive experimentation, and the Final So-
lution” are faced with the unanswerable
question of how such evils were possible.
But at least they have the comfort of an
unambivalent moral response. In The
Nazi War on Cancer, an impressive side-
bar to his Racial Hygiene: Medicine under
the Nazis (1988), Proctor grapples with a
more slippery demon: Nazi programs in
health promotion that are oddly conso-
nant with the values of today.

What are we to do with the fact that
it was under Hitler’s regime that a causal
link between smoking and lung cancer
was first made, that Nazi anti-tobacco
campaigns were ahead of their time, that
Nazi physicians identified and attempted
to control exposure to carcinogens such
as asbestos, pesticides and food additives,
advocated an organic, vegetarian diet
high in fibre and low in fat, were the first
to promote breast examination and that,
the destruction of the Jewish intellectual
and scientific community notwithstand-
ing, managed to conduct a certain
amount of “good” science, notably in
epidemiology?

Of course, as Proctor reminds us,
“Nazism took root in the world’s most
powerful scientific culture.” By the
1930s Germany was in the lead of cancer
research, and the German language was
its lingua franca. Germany also had the

highest cancer rates in the world, and
the Reich disliked the implications of
this for economic productivity, military
prowess and the protection of the “germ
plasm” of a master race. Thus, “Cancer
to many seemed to be a political disease,
requiring a political solution.”

Solutions were attempted on the
front of public health, in education
campaigns, disease registers, mass
screening programs and legislation. All
of these efforts drew on the essence of
Nazi ideology, which might be de-
scribed as a counterfeit of reasonable
desires: beauty, freedom, health, vital-
ity. Proctor calls Nazism “a vast hy-
gienic experiment designed to bring

about an exclusively sanitary utopia ... .
[A]sbestos and lead were to be cleansed
from Germany’s factory air and water,
much as Jews were to be swept from
the German body politic.” The
metaphors were powerful and repli-
cated themselves in false and murder-
ous equivalences: Judaism was a cancer,
cancer was like the Jews. Survellaince,
detection, control, eradication: these
were activities applicable to diseases
and to people equally.

Proctor’s account is a disquieting
case study of how public health con-
cepts are tied to ideology and, with ap-
parent innocence, can support malign
sociopolitical agendas. It also demon-
strates, as Churchill was aware on the
eve of the Battle of Britain, that science
is blind to the motivations of its practi-
tioners. Serving any master, any pur-
pose, it marches on.
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They are a terrifying sight: ex-
hausted, emaciated, eyes widened

with fear, bruises marking their fea-
tures, arms and necks chained. These
are victims of the Cambodian genocide,
photographed before they were tor-
tured and executed at a secret prison
known as S-21 by the Khmer Rouge,
the Maoist forces led by Pol Pot in
Cambodia during the reign of terror
that lasted from 1975 to 1979. They are
the subject of Facing Death: Portraits
from Cambodia's Killing Fields, an exhibi-
tion of 100 photographs on view until
Jan. 14, 2001, at the Canadian Museum
of Contemporary Photography in Ot-
tawa, its only venue in this country. In
1998, as a curator at the CMCP, I was
involved in the decision to bring this

painful exhibition to Ottawa. I argued
then, and still believe, that we must not
avert our eyes from these faces.

The Cambodian genocide remains
one of the most horrific atrocities of the
past century. In April 1975, following a
bloody five-year civil war, Pol Pot's
forces seized control of the country and
initiated a brutal campaign to reinvent
Cambodian society. Among other
strategies, they evacuated people from
all towns and cities to serve as agricul-
tural labourers, banned all printed ma-
terials and systematically persecuted
Buddhists and ethnic Vietnamese. Stu-
dents, intellectuals and professionals
were particular targets. Only 40 of the
approximately 270 physicians who re-
mained in Cambodia after 1975 sur-

Deathwork

Unbearable witness
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