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Introduction 

When researching a person, event or topic in history, it is important to make a surplus of 

source options available. A mix of primary sources, secondary sources and even textbooks can 

aid in the understanding of the topic and convey how the interpretation of the topic has changed 

over time. The Final Solution in Nazi Germany was the decision by Adolf Hitler and his 

followers to exterminate the Jews, ultimately leading to the infamous Holocaust. This decision 

was formulated on January 20, 1942 at the Wannsee Conference in Berlin. My own research has 

found that this conference or the progression from the mere hatred of Jews to the Holocaust in 

general, is seldom mentioned in textbooks; and that modern interpretations versus the actual 

notes from the conference differ immensely. In terms of the actual Holocaust, I have found that 

reading first-hand accounts of the victims tends to be more powerful and thought provoking than 

reading a paragraph at the end of a World War II unit in a textbook.  Studying history and 

making it your own is no easy task for historians when so many textbooks and secondary source 

options are present. These sources give you a seemingly quick overview and specific 

understanding of a topic but never allow the reader to form their own opinion. Although this is 

tempting, digging deeper into primary sources and formulating an idea yourself is how the truth 

of history is to be preserved and how history in general is made.  

Textbooks vs. Primary Sources  

 In the US History Online Textbook section “D-Day and the German Surrender,” the 

majority of the chapter vaguely describes the closing of World War II. The last two paragraphs 

state: 
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“Along the way they encountered the depths of Nazi horrors when they discovered 

concentration camps. American soldiers saw humans that looked more like skeletons, gas 

chambers, crematoriums, and countless victims. Although American government officials 

were aware of atrocities against Jews, the sheer horror of the Holocaust of 12 million 

Jews, homosexuals, and anyone else Hitler had deemed deviant was unknown to its 

fullest extent. When the Allies entered Berlin, they discovered that the mastermind of all 

the destruction — Adolf Hitler — had already died by his own hand. With little left to 

sustain any sort of resistance, the Germans surrendered on May 8, 1945, hereafter known 

as “V-E (Victory in Europe) Day.”
1
  

This brief text is the only mention of the Holocaust in the textbook and glazes over the mass 

murder of six million Jews and the history, steps taken and planning behind it. The Wannsee 

Conference or any other sort of political orders issued to launch the Holocaust as we know it 

today are not mentioned.   

 

The photo above is present in the textbook with a caption, “Following the defeat of the Nazi 

regime, the full extent of the Holocaust was at last revealed. These survivors of the Ebensee 

concentration camp were among the 250,000 liberated by Allied troops. Approximately 

                                                           
1
Quoted from US History Online Textbook, 51c: D-Day and the German Surrender. February 11, 2013. Ushistory.org  
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12,000,000 individuals were killed between 1933-45.” 
2
 This photograph is the only instance 

where the textbook uses a real-life example to enlighten the readers on the truths of the 

Holocaust. Seeing this image provides a mental picture of how brutal the concentration camps 

were, and including more primary information would conceptualize and aid the learning of the 

topic.   

The Power of Reality 

 Letters from Westerbork by Etty Hillesum is a letter from Hillesum to friends in 

Amsterdam. Etty volunteered to go to the Dutch Refugee Camp, Westerbork, as a social worker 

which originally made her exempt from being an inmate. Westerbork was a unique camp 

because for sometime inmates could send and receive letters or packages. As the war progressed, 

conditions worsened, especially the brutal weather. 
3
  This letter is a primary source because it is 

written by someone of the actual time period, discussing the event in question. The conditions in 

Etty’s letters worsen as the readings go on, relaying to the reader how the conditions in the 

camps worsened throughout time. Etty describes how the only thing she desired more than food 

is soap, because the cleanliness of the camp and hygiene of the inmates was horrid.  

“Tens of thousands have passed through this place, the clothed and the naked, the old and 

the young, the sick and the healthy – and I am left to live and work and stay cheerful… 

People live in those big barracks like so many rats in a sewer. There are many dying 

children.”
4
   

                                                           
2
 Photograph taken from US History Online Textbook 51c: D-Day and the German Surrender. February 11, 2013. 

Ushistory.org 
3
 Information regarding Etty Hillseum derived from Etty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork 

by Etty Hillesum. New York: Random House, 1986. Print.  
4
 Quoted from Letters from Westerbork by Etty Hillesum, July 3, 1943 
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In Etty’s last letter she notes that her parents have been taken in to the camps as well and will 

most likely not make it. She closes her last letter with, “this is the last letter I’ll be allowed to 

write in a while. This afternoon our identity cards were taken away, and we became official 

camp inmates.”
5
 Although Etty Hillesum is only one victim of the Holocaust, her letters tell a 

more personalized, in depth story. The textbook attempted to portray the horrors and realities of 

the Holocaust but did not give the subject the time, space or supporting evidence the topic 

deserved. In order to get a greater understanding and for historians to form their own opinions, 

primary sources like Etty Hillesum’s are necessary to replace or supplement textbooks and 

secondary sources. 

Primary Sources vs. Secondary Sources 

 The actual notes from the Wannsee Conference, “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference, 

January 20, 1942,” were not available to the public until the Nuremburg Trials of 1945-1946.
6
  In 

the text, the participants and their ranks are displayed. Also, a list of all the European countries 

and their Jewish populations are included.  This conference was not to discuss whether or not the 

Final Solution (the extermination of the Jews) would be carried out, but to discuss how they 

would implement the extermination in terms of funding, staffing and citizen cooperation. 

Reinhard Heydrich represented the SS and Adolf Hitler at the meeting and no one present 

opposed the Final Solution, whether or not this was out of agreement or fear is unknown. 

Heydrich relayed to the committee members that the Nuremburg Laws would serve as a basis for 

determining who was a Jew, and all of the individuals deemed “Jews,” would be exterminated. 

                                                           
5
 Quoted from Letters from Westerbork by Etty Hillesum, July 10, 1943 

6
 Information derived from The Holocaust: A Reader. Simone Gigliotti and Berel Lang. United Kingdom: Blackwell 

Publishing, 2006. Print.  
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The photo above is an actual copy of the notes from the Wannsee Conference where the total 

population of the Jews in Europe is listed. The Nazis estimate nearly eleven million Jews would 

be subject to extermination.
7
 

“Under appropriate supervision, in the course of the final solution, the Jews are to be 

suitably assigned to labor in the East. In big labor gangs, with the sexes separated, Jews 

capable of work will be brought to these areas, employed in road building, whereby a 

large part will disappear through diminution. The remnant that may eventually remain, 

undoubtedly the part most capable of resistance, will have to be appropriately dealt 

with.”
8
   

The latter notes from the conference review who is to be deemed a Jew, and how each type of 

Jew is to be treated. Factors vary  upon whether or not they are married, have children, and are 

first degree or second degree Jews and so forth.  The notes conclude with the support of the 

parties involved and state:  

                                                           
7
 “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” January 20, 1942.  

8
 “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” January 20, 1942.    
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“Jews need to be removed as quickly as possible from the territory of the 

Generalgouvernment, because here particularly the Jew constitutes a marked danger as 

carrier of epidemics, and also because by his continuing black market operations he 

throws the economic structure of the country into disorder.” 
9
  

The notes from the Wannsee Conference are a primary source that offers the historian 

intelligence based off of exactly what happened and what was recorded, leaving them to form 

their own opinion. 

 Intentions and the ‘Final Solution’, by Berel Lang is a secondary source where Lang 

analyzes the Final Solution and the decisions made at the Wannsee Conference. When reading 

secondary sources it is important to consider the biases or that there could be biases of the 

author, note the time period of the event in question, and the time period the interpretation was 

written. Lang wrote his “Journal of Philosophy,” where this article is originally from in 1992, 

nearly fifty years after the events in question. He references many events that occurred after the 

Wannsee Conference when discussing the final solution, giving him insight to the future that is 

not present when you just read the original notes. Lang also mentions other interpretations of 

Nazi policy such as Nolte and Hillgruber, who are other secondary sources, not primary. The 

main argument of the article focuses on the intentionalist versus functionalist argument regarding 

the Holocaust. Intentionalists argue that Adolf Hitler had a “master plan” to carry out the 

Holocaust all along, where functionalists argue that the Holocaust came gradually, combined 

with the initiative from the lower ranks of the German political spectrum. Lang closes his article 

by saying that: 

                                                           
9
 “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” January 20, 1942. 
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“The history of the final solution is usually whether or not it occurred intentionally, when 

it is the question of what corporate intentions are that is a prior and decisive issue for the 

claims they  make, one that they fail to address directly and thus, in the end, also 

mistake.”
10

  

Throughout the whole piece Lang argues that an act is conceived as an idea before the intention. 

First, an act must be thought out before a decision is put in place to intend it. The act of the 

Holocaust was thought out long before the Wannsee Conference, but there a decision was put in 

place to intend it.
11

 Lang displays both intentionalist and functionalist sides throughout the text 

but ultimately sides with the intentionalists, revealing a bias that was potentially present all 

along. Secondary sources such as Lang pose a problem of accuracy because the authors own 

opinions are already formed. If one were to read the “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” 

prior to reading Lang’s article they might feel differently about his information and viewpoints 

than if that was their first introduction to the article. Primary sources should come first when 

researching history, because primary sources are the evidence historians use to prove their 

personalized opinion, not the work of someone else. 

Conclusion 

As historians, it is crucial in your research to accumulate a vast array of sources before 

formulating your personal stance on an issue. Whether it be a person, event or topic in history, 

that surplus of options is important not only for your own credibility, but for your own 

knowledge. However, as more technology and access to sources, primary and secondary, become 

available, history is ever changing. Historians are now responsible for not opting for the easy 

                                                           
10

 “Intentions and the Final Solution,” Berel Lang taken from page 262, The Holocaust: A Reader. Simone Gigliotti 
and Berel Lang. United Kingdom: Blackwell Publishing, 2006. Print. 
11

 Information derived from “Intentions and the Final Solution,” Berel Lang, 1992. 
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way out, and sticking to traditional research methods in order to preserve the craft from fallacies 

and speculation. It is clear that studying history and making it your own is no easy task for 

historians in the modern world. In order to become intellectual, philosophical and intelligible 

historians, digging deeper into primary sources and formulating an idea yourself before 

acknowledging the work of others is key. Textbook and secondary sources are great 

introductions or steps along the way to produce history but they are not the answer, just the mere 

foundations. Understanding this and using primary sources to search for your own path in history 

is the means by which  the truth of history is to be kept sacred and how history in general is 

made.  
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Notes 

1. Quoted from US History Online Textbook 51c: D-Day and the German Surrender. February 

11, 2013. Ushistory.org 

2. Photograph taken from US History Online Textbook 51c: D-Day and the German 

Surrender. February 11, 2013. Ushistory.org 

3. Information regarding Etty Hillseum derived from Etty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life 

and Letters from Westerbork by Etty Hillesum. New York: Random House, 1986. 

Print.  

4. Quoted from Letters from Westerbork by Etty Hillesum, July 3, 1943 

5. Quoted from Letters from Westerbork by Etty Hillesum, July 10, 1943 

6. Information derived from The Holocaust: A Reader. Simone Gigliotti and Berel 

Lang. United Kingdom: Blackwell Publishing, 2006. Print. 

7. Photograph taken from “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” January 20, 1942.  

8. “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” January 20, 1942.   

9. “Minutes from the Wannsee Conference,” January 20, 1942.  

10.  “Intentions and the Final Solution,” Berel Lang taken from page 262, The Holocaust: 

A Reader. Simone Gigliotti and Berel Lang. United Kingdom: Blackwell Publishing, 

2006. Print. 

11. Information derived from “Intentions and the Final Solution,” Berel Lang, 1992. 
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