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Blueprint of Industrialized Genocide

The Wannsee Protocol, a summary of what is commonly referred to as the Wannsee
Conference, was a secret meeting of senior Nazi officials in the Berlin suburb of Wannsee on
January 20, 1942. The conference, overseen by director of the Reich Main Security Office
Reinhard Heydrich, was called to ensure cooperation of administrative leaders in the
implementation of the final solution to the Jewish question. On July 31, 1941, Hermann
Goring, acting on Adolf Hitler’s instructions, advised Heydrich to develop a more efficient way
to exterminate the approximately eleven million Jews who lived in Europe. Heydrich sent
invitations to the conference to relevant ministries on November 29, 1941, with an attached copy
of Goring’s telegram that authorized the planning of the final solution." The administrations
requested to attend were the Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Propaganda, Ministry of Justice,
and the Reich Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories.? Additionally, high ranking
representatives of the SS were invited, making the total number of attendees fifteen.

The conference, which had been postponed multiple times before finally convening on
January 20, lasted only about ninety minutes. Attendees discussed the most effective way to
annihilate the Jewish population in Nazi occupied Europe, making it Judenfrei, or “free of Jews.”
The mass murder of Jews, as well as other undesirable populations, was already taking place
under Heydrich’s Einsatzgruppen, the mobile Killing squads in conquered territories. However,
this method was not considered adequate and Goring authorized the planning for a “total solution
of the Jewish question” in territories under German control.®> Under the T4 program,
experimentation with murder by poison gas had taken place to euthanize the disabled and other
undesirables that were Lebensunwertes Leben, or “life unworthy of life.”* In December 1941,
experiments with exhaust fume poisoning began in mobile trucks in Chelmno in occupied Poland

to formulate industrialized mass murder and test if this was a viable option for the Nazi state’s
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genocidal goals. The submitted plan produced by the meeting proposed that Jews in Nazi-
occupied territories be shipped by railway to Poland where they would be worked to death
in extermination camps or murdered using poison gas.

The Wannsee Protocol was exposed as the blueprint for the Holocaust in 1947 by Robert
Kempner, a German lawyer serving as assistant U.S. chief counsel during the Nuremberg trials,
where prominent members of Nazi Germany who had planned or participated in the Holocaust
were prosecuted. First discovered in March 1947 in files seized from the German Foreign Office,
the document was labeled “Geheime Reichssache,” or “Secret Reich matter,” and was the only
copy to survive the war.® The copy, which was labeled number sixteen of thirty, had once
belonged to Martin Luther, Undersecretary of the Reich Foreign Ministry. Once the document
was examined by Kempner, the prosecution believed it to be the “Rosetta stone of Nazi
murder.”® The document was used as evidence of involvement in crimes against humanity and
other offenses for the subsequent twelve Nuremberg trials from 1946 to 1949.

After the capture of Adolf Eichmann in 1960, there was a renewed interest in the
Wannsee Protocol. The ensuing trial was televised throughout Israel as well as the United States
and was covered globally by major newspapers. During his trial, Eichmann drew attention back
to Wannsee by declaring he “had felt moral satisfaction at Wannsee—"a certain solace”—
because he had tried to save the Jews.”’ He continued his defense by comparing himself to
Pontius Pilate, stating that they had both resorted to complicity in murder after nothing else could
be done to save innocent lives.® The 1963 book by Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem,
published in the immediate aftermath of his trial, expanded on Eichmann’s role in the Holocaust
and his role at Wannsee. Arendt cited the Wannsee Protocol as an example of the
bureaucratization of industrialized mass murder and Eichmann’s motivation as professional
promotion rather than ideological hatred in what she referred to as the “banality of evil.”

The Wannsee Protocol has become infamous for its role as the “smoking gun” of the
Holocaust. It is the best piece of existing evidence detailing the Nazis’ blueprint for the
industrialized genocide of Europe’s Jews and was used to convict many high-ranking Nazis.

However, many historians believe that the protocol did not mark a new period of National
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Socialism because of the shootings and gassings already underway in the east.’ Instead, the
protocol serves as the best piece of existing evidence for the intent of industrialized mass murder.
As historian Mark Roseman declared, “The Wannsee protocol was rather a signpost indicating

that genocide had become official policy.”**
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This document from the Wannsee Conference shows the number of Jews residing in European
countries. The purpose of the conference was to ensure cooperation amongst all government
offices in the extermination of Europe’s Jewish population.
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