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FASPE: DRAWING ON THE HOLOCAUST
TO CHANGE THE FUTURE

What does Germany from 1933 to 1945 have to do with today? Wasn’t the Holocaust a
singular act of malevolence perpetrated by a group of evil and deranged madmen?

 
What do professionals and the professions have to do with mass murder and

genocide?
 

What do contemporary ethics have to do with Adolf Hitler?

David Goldman*, FASPE
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A FASPE group visiting the Auschwitz Memorial  – Photo by Jeffrey Botkin



These are the questions that
underlie the mission of FASPE,
the Fellowships at Auschwitz
for the Study of Professional
Ethics, an organization that
uses a unique historical lens to
engage graduate students in
professional schools (Business,
Journalism, Law, Medicine and
Seminary), as well as early-
stage practitioners in those
professions, in an intensive
course of study focused on
contemporary ethics in their
fields.
 
Prior to World War II, German
professionals were well-
regarded internationally. In
many respects, they set the
standard for a commitment to
quality of practice and for
independence from state and

political influence. Yet leaders
and practitioners in each of
the professions, and often the
institutions they represented,
were intimately involved in
designing, enabling and/or
executing the crimes of Nazi
Germany. Lawyers wrote and
enforced the Nuremberg Laws.
Doctors designed and carried
out the first murders of the
handicapped and the
opposition. Journalists became
propagandists. Business
executives used slave labor
and entered into contracts
with the Nazi regime to
produce the weapons of
genocide. Pastors and priests
too often collaborated and
condoned, even promoted,
Nazi policies. And, to be sure,
such actions were voluntary,

not carried out at gunpoint.
 
FASPE Fellows travel to
Germany and Poland for two
weeks. They begin by studying
the perpetrators: the
professionals who looked like,
were educated in the same
fashion as, and played the
same leadership roles in their
society as, today’s
professionals. How and why
did they make the transition
from ordinary professionals to
becoming accessories to or
enablers of mass murder? How
could the moral codes
governing these individuals
break down or be distorted so
readily and with such
devastating consequences?
The answer is that it happened
day by day, decision by
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A FASPE group visiting the Auschwitz Memorial  – Photo by Jeffrey Botkin

2014 Medical and Seminary Fellows at the House of the Wannsee Conference – Photo by FASPE



decision, often in the service of ambition and
prestige and not ideology.
 
As Fellows gain an understanding of the power
of their professions in modern society, FASPE
addresses the ethical issues currently facing
individual professionals and their institutions,
drawing on curricula developed by leading
scholars at schools such as the University of
Virginia Darden School of Business, Columbia
Journalism School, FH Wien University of
Applied Sciences in Vienna, Yale Medical
School, Yale Law School and Georgetown
University.
 
In addition to specific ethical challenges facing
particular professions, FASPE raises several
topics that span the professions. Questions, for
instance, about the role of ambition and the
impact of economic pressure on ethical
behavior, the challenge of balancing multiple
loyalties and the impact of technology in
shaping the ethics of the future.
 
FASPE offers an approach to ethics and
professionalism that differs from the usual
classroom or workplace experience, providing
an intensive and interactive curriculum that

looks beyond formal rules. Daily seminars are
led by specialized faculty who engage Fellows
in discussions and critical thinking about ethical
problems faced by individual leaders in both the
historical and contemporary professional
settings. The program is further strengthened by
the diverse perspectives of its participants, the
power of place and the rich contextual
education that FASPE provides. In addition, the
fellowships are enhanced by combining
multiple disciplines within trips. Business,
Journalism and Law Fellows travel together, as
do Medical and Seminary Fellows. In formal and
informal settings, Fellows participate in
discussions on how ethical constructs and norms
in their respective professions align and differ.
 
FASPE Fellows spend two full days at Auschwitz-
Birkenau, led through the camps by personnel
from the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum
whose presentations often also address the
specific professions represented by the Fellows.
This visit to Auschwitz is the culmination of
FASPE’s study of the perpetrators — as Fellows
witness the tragic impact that a departure from
ethical norms and behavior can have. Fellows
see firsthand the machinery of murder produced
by Topf & Sons; they stand in the rooms where

2015 Journalism Fellows meeting with Survivor Inge Deutschkron in Berlin



2015 Journalism Fellows meeting with Survivor Inge Deutschkron in Berlin

see firsthand the machinery of murder
produced by Topf & Sons; they stand in the
rooms where the doctors conducted their
sterilizations; they witness the impact of the
laws drafted in bland offices in Nuremberg;
they understand the failure of the media to
report; they ask how the clergy did not
universally speak out.
 
FASPE does not seek analogies or
equivalencies to Nazi-controlled Europe.
Instead, it seeks to display the importance of
ethical behavior — even on little issues — and
to highlight the leadership role that
professionals must play in their communities.
FASPE wants our professionals to identify
ethical issues and to develop tactics to address
them.  With this foundation, FASPE asks our
professionals to be leaders.
 
Headquartered in New York City, FASPE has
been in operation since 2010 and annually
accepts 60-70 Fellows to its five fellowship
programs combined.
 
FASPE’s programs are non-denominational and
aspire to include as diverse a group of
participants as possible, drawn from an
international pool of applicants.

Moreover, FASPE maintains long-term
relationships with its Fellows in order to sustain
the commitment to ethical behavior
emphasized during the fellowships and to
provide a forum for continuing dialogue as
Fellows progress in their careers.
 
A FASPE fellowship does not end when the
Fellows return to their places of work or school.
Instead, Fellows become part of a growing
network of alumni, now over 450-strong, who
share an interest in and commitment to
improving the ethical behavior of professionals
throughout the world.
 
FASPE also offers a range of other
programming, including corporate training that
draws on the actions of professionals during
the Holocaust and in Nazi-controlled Europe to
emphasize the important ethical role that
professionals must play in the workplace and in
their communities.
 
To learn more about FASPE, visit www.FASPE-
Ethics.org
 
 
* David Goldman is the founder and chairman
of FASPE

Business Fellows in a seminar – Photo by Daniel Abel 


