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O n March 3, 1942 Adolf Hitler read a newspa-
per article in the Berliner Morgenpost which
agitated him. He ordered Martin Bormann, head of
the Nazi Party’s head office, one of Hitler's most
trusted deputies and unofficially the second most
powerful man in Germany at the time, to write the
following letterto the chief of the Reich Chancellery Hans
Lammers:

In yesterday’s paper, the Fuhrer read a note
about the fifteenth general meeting of the
Society for Mammalian Biology and the re-
namings the society decided on.! Thereupon,
the Fuhrer ordered me to inform the respon-
sible people with desirable clarity that these
changes have to be revoked immediately.
If the members of the Society for Mamma-
lian Biology are not able to do something
more essential to the war effort or some-
thing smarter, they could perhaps be put
to use at a working battalion at the Russian
front. If another feeble-minded renaming
like this occurred again, the Fuhrer would
take action accordingly. Terms, which have
been used for years, are not to be changed
in this manner. (Bormann; translation mine)

What did the German Society for Mammalian Biology
decide on that caught the attention of Adolf Hitler
in the middle of World War II? They renamed shrews
and bats. In German, shrews are called Spitzmaus
and bats are called Fledermaus. These are com-
pound nouns. Spitzmaus is formed by joining
the adjective spitz and the noun Maus. Spitz can

1 Actually, it was the 16 general meeting. The number 15 was
falsely attributed by the editor of Berliner Morgenpost, who
wrote the aforementioned article. See: Hutterer.

be translated to pointed, which refers to the ani-
mal’s nose. Maus translates to mouse. Fledermaus
is a bit more complicated. The first part of the com-
pound is a word that is no longer used on its own in
the German language. The Origin of Fledermaus can
be traced back to the eighth century, when it was
written fledarmius, whereas fledar relates to flattern,
a verb that translates to to flutter (Kluge 301, 300).
According to Berliner Morgenpost, the members
of the Society for Mammalian Biology decided to
change the name of bats to Fleder and call shrews
Spitzer (qtd. in Hutterer).

The reason for renaming these animals lies
in the linguistic component they have in common:
Maus. Neither of the two animals is biologically
a mouse. The risk of mistaking a bat for a mouse
is relatively low, due to its ability to fly. Bats belong
to their own order called Chiroptera. With shrews,
this risk of falsely identifying them as mice is a lot
bigger. They share a habitat with and have a simi-
lar appearance to mice, hence it is easy to mistake
one for the other. Most Germans probably believe
they actually belong to the same family. Taxono-
mists classify shrews as Eulipotyphla, which are
also called Insectivora — animals which feed almost
exclusively on insects. According to this taxonomy,
shrews are more closely related to hedgehogs and
moles than to mice (Beck et al.). This is the reason
German scientists in 1942 decided to abandon the
term Spitzmaus: it is scientifically inaccurate and
leads to misunderstandings. After the members of
the Society for Mammalian Biology received Hitler’s
threat to be deported to Russia and be forced to work
for the military, they revoked the name changes.

Hitler's successful attempt to prevent
the application of a less misleading and more



scientifically accurate term for shrews in German
is an example of how the abuse of power can shape
scientific discourse and subsequently the percep-
tion of reality. Even today, the shrew is still called
Spitzmaus in Germany and many people mistake
shrews for mice.

MICHEL FOUCAULT AND FALLING SNOW

The famous anecdote about the unusually large
amount of words for snow in Eskimo languages like
Yupik or Inuit is based on a mis-
read paragraph in the Handbook
of American Indian Languages by
Franz Boas from 1911. Boas, notably
a linguist and anthropologist, was
writing about the ties between dif-
ferent forms of word formation and culture. He
compared English and “Eskimo” words for differ-
ent kinds of snow.2 While at least one compound of
every example Boas gave for English was the word
snow, the equivalent words in “Eskimo” were very dif-
ferent from each other. He compared aput to snow
on the ground, gana to falling snow and gimuqsugq
to snowdrift. Boas did not make any assumptions on
the quantity of words for a specific phenomenon in
either language. He simply determined that dif-
ferent languages use different kinds of word for-
mation (Boas 25-26). The examples above are sim-
ply a display of disassociated vocabulary. This did
not stop Benjamin Lee Whorf, one of the most influ-
ential and prominent linguists of the twentieth cen-
tury, from repeating the myth in his article Science
and Linguistics. He wrote:

This class [of a noun, used by the Hopi,
which includes everything that flies except
birds] seems to us too large and inclusive,
but so would our class ‘snow’ to an Eskimo.
We have the same word for falling snow,

2 Although Boas uses the term “Eskimo” as a term for a
language, itis an inaccurate designation. He either mistook
the languages of the Eskimo-Aleut family native to northern
America, Greenland and eastern Siberia as one oris referring
to said language family by using an unusual term.

Power, knowledge and
language form a triangular
relationship in which one
influences the other two.
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snow on the ground, snow packed hard like
ice, slushy snow, wind-driven flying snow -
whatever the situation may be. To an Eski-
mo, this all-inclusive word would be almost
unthinkable; he would say that falling snow,
slushy snow, and so on, are sensuously and
operationally different, different things to
contend with; he uses different words for
them and for other kinds of snow. (Whorf 8)

Whorf was advocating a theory that proposes
a strong relationship between
language and thought. The Sa-
pir-Whorf Hypothesis states that
linguistic categories like gram-
mar and lexicon determine a per-
son’s worldview. This principle is
also called linguistic relativity. The most extreme
interpretation of Whorf’s views on language and
psychology, linguistic determinism, has since been
dismissed by linguists like Noam Chomsky, who in-
troduced the theory of Generative Grammar. This
theory proposes that language and linguistic struc-
tures are innate in every human being (Chomsky
3-207). Up until today, there is no clear winner in
the great debate about nurture vs. nature in lin-
guistics. There is, however, empirical evidence for a
middle ground, a weaker stance on the relationship
between language and cognition that acknowledg-
es aspects of Generative Grammar but claims that
language is also able to influence perception (Mete-
yard et al. 1007-1013; Lupyan 300). For example, most
languages use relative and absolute systems of direc-
tions alongside each other. English knows left, right,
up and down as well as north, south, west and east.
The Aboriginal people Thaayoree in Queensland, Aus-
tralia speak Kuuk Thaayore, and this language has
only absolute directions (Gaby 54).

If language measurably affects cogni-
tive processes and perception, this can have se-
vere consequences. Power, knowledge and lan-
guage form a triangular relationship in which
one influences the other two. Michel Foucault
proposes this link in his writings about discourse,
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most notably in his books Archaeology of Knowl-
edge, Discipline and Punish and The History of
Sexuality. The term discourse is used in many dif-
ferent contexts and with very different concepts in
mind. Foucault himself provides three definitions:

Lastly, instead of gradually reducing the
rather fluctuating meaning of the word
‘discourse’, 1 believe that I have in fact
added to its meanings: treating it some-
times as the general domain of all state-
ments, sometimes as an individualizable
group of statements, and sometimes as a
regulated practice that accounts for a cer-
tain number of statements. (Foucault 80)

The first definition is very broad: “the general
domain of all statements” refers to any statement
ever made. Parameters seem necessary to limit the
term. Criteria could be geographical, social or polit-
ical and limitations to a specific period of time are
also applicable. This results in the second definition:
“an individualizable group of statements” which,
when applied, produces different kinds of discourse,
like a discourse of masculinity or a discourse of
colonialism. The third definition adds explicit rules
to the concept: “aregulated practice which accounts
for a number of statements”. These definitions are
often used interchangeably and in an overlapping
way (Mills 7). Discourse is then the concept of what
is said, what can be said and by whom. The set of
acceptable utterances is always limited by societal
restrictions like morality and other conventions.
Sciences apply their own conventions on language.
These conventions can differ between fields and
schools of thought. While there are power struc-
tures within sciences (Collins 165-186), these con-
ventions are usually aresult of the internal discourse
of a field. When political leaders use their influence
to change or limit these conventions and, therefore,
the scientific discourse from outside a field by force,
this can be considered an abuse of power.

DONALD TRUMP AND ENTITLEMENT

On December 15, 2017 The Washington Post report-
ed on a “ban” of certain words Donald Trump’s ad-
ministration allegedly imposed on the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). According to
the article, Alison Kelly, a senior leader in the CDC’s
Office of Financial Resources, told officials of the
agency who oversee budget issues to stop using the
terms vulnerable, entitlement, diversity, transgender,
fetus, evidence-based and science-based in budget
documents, which are to be handed to partners of the
CDC and Congress (Sun and Eileperin). As The New
York Times reported a day later, the policy proba-
bly originated with the Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS) and was not a strict ban, but
technically a suggestion. Kelly allegedly said that
including these words in a budget proposal would
lessen the chances of getting approval for said pro-
posal (Kaplan and McNeil).

In this case, the argument could be made
that the political leadership of the United States of
America did not abuse its power to alter the lan-
guage of scientific research and thereby change
scientific discourse for political reasons by force.
First of all, thisis not an explicit ban on certain words.
It is a suggestion, advising that avoiding these terms
could help with the funding of projects. Secondly,
this suggestion is only to be applied to budget doc-
uments, not to scientific research papers. Finally, this
policy is only relevant to the CDC, a governmental in-
stitution, not the whole field of biology and medicine.

On the other hand, a suggestion that is
backed up by monetary dependencies is slight-
ly more than a suggestion. Scientists will have to
avoid these words on the list of the HHS to be able
to work. It is not important if the absence of cer-
tain language is due to an explicit ban or an implicit
one. Avoiding certain terms on budget documents
can lead to alterations in the scientific research.
If scientists wanted to specifically research health
issues of transgender people, they would have to
become creative to avoid the term transgender in
their budget documents. The Zika virus mostly af-



fects fetuses, so what term is to be used when pro-
posing research into the virus? Researchers might
be able to get funding for their project, but only by
changing the focus or scope of their research. Last-
ly, the CDC has a budget of $5.66 Billion in the 2019
fiscal year (CDC-Budget Request Overview). This is
a lot of money spent on medical research. The im-
plicit restrictions by the HHS affect how and on which
research projects this money is spent. The CDC often
deals with basic research other scientists can build
on. Therefore, this “ban” indirectly affects not only
the CDC and its partners, but the scientific commu-
nity as a whole.

In fact, this case seems to be a prime exam-
ple of a disruption of scientific discourse. The neces-
sity to avoid certain terms to be able to get funding
for research is a manifestation of discourse as the
absence of certain words can alter the perception
of issues. In this case, a conservative Republican
government decides whether terminology is appro-
priate, rather than scientists. If members of Con-
gress never read proposals about research into
the health of transgender people, they probably
will not be concerned about these issues. The HHS
altered the language of scientists of the CDC, which
will affect the perception of reality of members of
Congress, who subsequently may pass different
kinds of regulation and therefore alter the reality
of many people.

LANGUAGE AND POWER

Knowledge, power and language have a strong
relationship. The power of political leadership can
alter scientific discourse. Even small instances of
abuse of this power can influence people’s per-
ception of the world. In Germany, the shrew is still
widely considered a mouse due to the abuse of pow-
er by Adolf Hitler. Donald Trump did not write an
angry letter (or a tweet, for that matter) proposing
to deport scientists of the CDC to an Iraqi military
camp, but his actions could still implicitly alter the
discourse of science. It is too early to tell which con-
sequences his actions will have, but it is not unusual
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that discourse outside of science influences the dis-
course of science. After all, science and scientists are
part of society and influenced by societal circum-
stances. In the two anecdotes presented, political
leadership explicitly imposed their own discourse
onto the scientific discourse. The methods and the
language used by the Republican government of
the United States of America to influence scientific
discourse may be less aggressive than Hitler’s in-
tervention in the renaming of the shrew, but the
consequences might be much more severe.
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