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In my school, participating in National History Day is usually only offered as a
mandatory project in eighth grade. This year, for the first time, National History Day was offered
as a seventh-grade elective. As soon as [ heard about it, [ was instantly excited because I had
never been able to choose a topic to research before. I have always loved to read and write,
especially about World War I, so I knew right away that my project would be a paper connected

to that time period.

I wanted to choose something that had a personal impact on me as a Jewish student,
especially because my great-grandmother was an Auschwitz survivor who recently passed away.
While researching possible topics, I came across Operation Finale. As I began reading about this
incredible Mossad mission to capture Nazi criminal Adolf Eichmann, I quickly realized that this
was the right topic for me. What I enjoyed most about this topic was how much I learned from
researching it. Before starting this project, I knew very little about what happened to Nazi
officials after the war ended. Through my research, I learned how many Nazis escaped justice

after the war.

Between the Regional and State rounds, I used the judges' feedback to help me make my
paper even better. [ added more about the difference between the Eichmann and Nuremberg

trials, and answered the question of why the Eichmann trial was truly revolutionary.

Between the State and National rounds, [ was able to get two firsthand interviews, the
first with a former Mossad agent and leading expert on the capture of Eichmann, Avner
Avraham. Avner gave me tons of new information about the capture and provided me with
exclusive non-public photos to use in my appendix. His words really helped strengthen my

revisions. The second firsthand interview that I got was with Omer Malchin, son of Peter Malkin,



a Mossad agent who actually tackled Eichmann to the ground during the capture. Omer
described his father’s life and how it led to him being part of the mission to capture Eichmann.
His powerful words about his father hearing about his family’s stories in the Holocaust in depth

for the first time, right before he left for Argentina, really touched my heart and sharpened my

paper.

The capture and trial of Adolf Eichmann was revolutionary because it exposed the
Holocaust to the world in a new and powerful way. The global reaction to this event helped
people better understand the full extent of Nazi crimes against humanity and gave Holocaust
survivors the opportunity to share their stories and be heard. I also hope that my paper inspires
more students at my school—and beyond—to participate in National History Day, research

topics that matter to them, and feel as inspired by the process as I did.



Justice on Trial: Revolution, Reaction, and Reform in the Trial of Adolf Eichmann

In May 1960, Nazi officer Adolf Eichmann was apprehended in Argentina by Israel’s
Mossad.' His widely publicized trial exposed the full scope of the Holocaust to a global
audience. Through extensive survivor testimony and other evidence, the trial demonstrated to the
mass public how the Nazi genocide had been implemented. In bringing forth these details for the
first time, the Eichmann Trial revolutionized global understanding of Nazi crimes.> Additionally,
by holding a key perpetrator publicly accountable, the trial helped reform modern international
human rights law, paving the way for future prosecutions of state leaders for committing mass

atrocities.’

Historical Context

Adolf Eichmann was born on March 19, 1906, to a middle-class family in Solingen,
Germany, and had a relatively typical upbringing. In 1932, at the age of twenty-six, Eichmann
joined the Nazi Party on the advice of family friend Ernst Kaltenbrunner, becoming a member of
the paramilitary organization known as the SS.* After Adolf Hitler became the German
chancellor in 1933, Eichmann joined the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the Nazi intelligence and

security service.

Eichmann quickly distinguished himself as an extremely efficient bureaucrat. His ability

to organize, document, and coordinate large-scale operations allowed him to rise rapidly through
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the Nazi ranks. Eventually, he became Head of the Jewish Affairs Department within the SS, a
position that placed him at the center of Nazi efforts against Europe’s Jewish population.’
Initially, Eichmann’s responsibilities focused on forcing Jewish people to emigrate from
Germany. However, after World War II began on September 1, 1939, the Nazi policy shifted to
mass deportation and murder. Eichmann became a key organizer in transporting Jews from

across German-occupied Europe to ghettos and concentration camps.®

A major turning point occurred in January of 1942, when Eichmann attended the
Wannsee Conference alongside other high-ranking Nazi officials. The purpose of this meeting
was to coordinate the so-called “Final Solution to the Jewish Question,” which meant the
systematic extermination of European Jews.” Although Eichmann did not make the final
decisions at Wannsee, his role was still crucial. He prepared detailed notes and statistics that
senior officials used to implement mass murder on an industrial scale.® Even toward the end of
the war, Eichmann continued implementing the Final Solution, most notably during the 1944

deportation of hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews to Auschwitz.

Evading Capture

Despite his central role in Nazi crimes, Eichmann managed to evade justice for fifteen
years after the war ended. In 1945, like many other Nazi officials, he attempted to conceal his
identity after he was initially captured by U.S. troops. Using forged documents under the name

“Otto Eckmann,” Eichmann was mistakenly classified as a low-ranking SS soldier rather than a
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key architect of genocide.’ As a result, he was placed in a detention camp instead of facing
prosecution with other Nazi leaders at the Nuremberg Trials. Eichmann escaped this detention

camp in 1946 and spent several years hiding in Germany using false identities.

In 1948, Eichmann obtained a Red Cross humanitarian passport and an Argentine visa
with the help of Nazi sympathizers. Using the alias Ricardo Klement, he departed Europe on July
17, 1950, arriving in Argentina.'® There, Eichmann lived quietly, reunited with his family, and
worked various jobs while maintaining connections with other former Nazis. During this time, he
participated in recorded interviews with journalist Willem Sassen, where he openly doubled
down on his antisemitic beliefs and expressed pride in his role in the Holocaust.!' These

statements later became critical evidence of his responsibility for the atrocities.

Capturing Eichmann

Eichmann’s eventual capture became possible due to the actions of Holocaust survivor
Lothar Hermann. Hermann’s daughter, Silvia—who did not know her father was Jewish—began
dating Eichmann’s son, Nicholas, in Argentina. Lothar became suspicious after Nicholas made
antisemitic comments and told Silvia that his real last name was “Eichmann.” Hermann
contacted Fritz Bauer, a German prosecutor committed to bringing Nazis to justice, and
conveyed his suspicions. Knowing that many German officials were former Nazis themselves,
Bauer secretly informed Israel’s Mossad spy agency. This decision initiated one of the most

daring intelligence operations of the Cold War era.'?
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The Mossad spent months carefully monitoring Eichmann’s movements and comparing
photographs of him with Ricardo Klement’s physical features. Appendix A shows the secret
photographs of Klement taken by Mossad agents in Argentina in order to identify him. After
conclusively determining his identity as Eichmann, on May 11, 1960, a Mossad team captured
him as he exited a bus near his home. Eichmann was held in a safehouse, where he eventually
admitted his identity and agreed to stand trial in Israel. After ten days, he was secretly flown to

Israel disguised as an airline employee."

Nuremberg Trials Pave the Way for Eichmann’s Trial

The capture and subsequent trial of Eichmann were a direct result of the Nuremberg
Trials, which occurred fifteen years earlier and established the revolutionary legal precedent of
prosecuting people for crimes against humanity. The first time that “crimes against humanity”
ever appeared in an international legal document was in the 1945 Nuremberg Charter, a treaty
between the Allied countries, stating that major Nazi war criminals would face trial.!* The
Nuremberg Trials consisted of 13 international trials from 1945 to 1949—including the most
famous, known as the International Military Tribunal—in which 199 Nazi criminals were
prosecuted, 22 of whom were high-ranking. In total, 37 defendants were sentenced to death and
three to life in prison for crimes including crimes against humanity. In the period between the
Nuremberg Trials and the Eichmann Trial, many additional captured Nazis were charged with

crimes against humanity.

While the Nuremberg Trials represented a transformative legal precedent, they made a

more limited contribution to public understanding of the Holocaust. Only 25 hours of
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approximately 775 hours of the trial were filmed, and none were broadcast on television, which
was a very new technology at the time.'® The evidence at the Nuremberg Trials focused narrowly
on the legal crimes committed by each of the Nazi defendants and not on broader details about
the Holocaust. The prosecutors also relied extensively on written documents as evidence, rather
than survivor testimony, of which there was very little.'® Therefore, by the time Eichmann faced
trial in 1961, the legal precedent for his trial was set, but global public interest in Nazi atrocities

had not yet taken hold.

Eichmann’s Trial as an International Media Event

On May 23, 1960, Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion publicly announced
Eichmann’s capture before the Israeli Knesset.!” Eichmann was interrogated for eleven months,
producing thousands of pages of testimony. Throughout questioning, he denied personal
responsibility, insisting that he had only followed orders. He said, “I had nothing to do with

killing Jews. I’ve never killed a Jew. And I’ve never ordered anyone to kill a Jew.”'®

Ben-Gurion wanted the trial to be more than a legal proceeding. He felt strongly that the
trial should also be a key learning moment, ‘““so the younger generation growing up and being
educated in Israel, which has only a pale idea of the unthinkable cruelties committed, can learn
what really happened.”" Therefore, he insisted that the trial take place in Israel. It was viewed as

a national reckoning over a shared trauma experienced by many of its citizens, who began to feel

1% Nuremberg Films, the Thrilling Story of how Motion Pictures Were Used to Convict the Nazis At The Nuremberg Trial.
16 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, "Eichmann Trial."

'” Lawrence Douglas, The Memory of Judgment: Making Law and History in the Trials of the Holocaust.

'8 Fritz Bauer, quoted in Irmtrud Wojak, Fritz Bauer: The Prosecutor Who Brought Eichmann to Trial.

'® Yad Vashem, “The Eichmann Trial: Introductions and Suggestions for Classroom Use.”



more open about sharing the experiences they had previously kept quiet. It was decided that the

trial would be widely televised and include extensive survivor testimony.

Eichmann’s trial began on April 11, 1961, and was one of the first trials to be broadcast
globally.” For the first time, millions of people heard detailed testimony from more than 100
Holocaust survivors describing horrors such as entire villages being forced to dig their own mass
graves. This was traumatic and painful, but it led to millions of people—both in Israel and
around the world—truly understanding the crimes for the first time.?' In fact, Peter Malkin, the
Mossad agent who physically apprehended Eichmann, had lost his own sister in the Holocaust.
Yet, according to his son Omer, in an exclusive interview with the author of this essay, “In a
family of Holocaust survivors, of course, he [Peter Malkin] heard these stories, but he didn’t
delve into them. The only time he proactively wanted to hear more was when he got ready to
leave for the mission to Argentina.”** Appendix B shows a heart-wrenching sketch made by

Malkin depicting Eichmann lounging on top of trains carrying six million Jews to their death.

Eichmann sat inside a bulletproof glass booth as the survivors testified, each telling their
own unique horror story about ghettos, deportations, and death camps.” One reporter covering
the trial, Haim Gouri, wrote of the horrifying details being publicized for the first time, “We shall
have to listen to all the witnesses, every last one, in the days and weeks and months to come.
There will be no escape and no reprieve. We wanted a trial, and we got one.”** Americans had

nearly live coverage as well as an hour-long summary at the conclusion of each day.”> Additional
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coverage and commentary came from a group of almost 545 journalists, diplomats, and

international VIPs who sat in the courtroom.

Beyond bringing widespread public attention to the Holocaust, the trial made important
new strides in the ability to try criminals like Eichmann under international human rights law.
The main argument made by Eichmann and his German lawyer, Dr. Robert Servatius, was that
Eichmann was just following orders. Therefore, he argued, the millions of deaths in the
Holocaust were not Eichmann’s fault but rather his superiors’ fault. The court soundly rejected
this and found that his bureaucratic role directly enabled genocide.?® Servatius also argued that
there was reason to doubt whether the three judges, who were Jewish citizens of Israel, could
give Eichmann a fair trial. This argument was also rejected by the court, establishing the
principle that crimes against humanity transcend national boundaries and can be universally
prosecuted.”’” On December 15, 1961, Eichmann was found guilty of crimes against the Jewish
people and crimes against humanity. He was sentenced to death and executed on May 31, 1962.
His ashes were scattered in international waters to ensure that he would have no grave for

t28

supporters to visit.” Eichmann remains the only person whom Israel has ever punished with a

death sentence.”

Immediate Reactions

Reactions to Eichmann’s trial and execution varied widely, reflecting both shock at the

extent of the evils committed by the Nazis as well as a moral debate about imposing the death
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penalty, even on the most evil criminals. Israelis were almost universally horrified by the details.
Gabriel Bach, one of Eichmann’s prosecutors, said in an interview years later that he rarely slept

well during the trial and often had nightmares about the evil deeds described.

Within Israel, not everyone approved of sentencing Eichmann to death. Among those in
opposition was a scholar named Gershom Scholem, who argued in the journal Amot, “There is
no question whatsoever that Eichmann deserves the death penalty... [but] whether he is to be
hanged or not, there is no conceivable correlation between his crime and his punishment.
Furthermore, there is nothing in his execution that can serve for the sake of watching and
learning.”*® Another person who did not agree with the death sentence was Samuel Hugo
Bergmann, an observant Jew and then-Director of the National Library of Israel, who wrote that
in the Torah it says, “Thou shalt not kill,” arguing that the death penalty was an act of vengeance

and not aligned with Judaism.*!

By contrast, Avner Avraham, a former Mossad officer and Eichmann capture expert,
points to Yehudit Nessyahu, one of the 11 agents on the mission to capture Eichmann. Avraham
explained that Nessyahu desired to kill Eichmann, saying, “If the mission wasn’t to bring
Eichmann back to Israel alive, the Mossad agents would've killed him. Yehudit dreamed of
poisoning him. She was the only agent who could leave the safe house, so she cooked for

Eichmann and could've easily poisoned him.”**

30 Gershom Scholem, "Eichmann in Jerusalem: An Exchange of Letters," Encounter 22, no. 1 (1964): 63-70.
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Lasting Reforms

Beyond these immediate reactions, the Eichmann Trial led to lasting reforms, especially
in the realm of international human rights law. The trial helped establish the principle of
universal jurisdiction, allowing nations to prosecute individuals for crimes against humanity
regardless of where the crimes occurred.*® It also reinforced the idea that “just following orders”

is not a valid defense for genocide.** Lastly, the trial helped establish that crimes against

humanity can be prosecuted decades after the crimes were committed, and even if the conflict has

ended.

These legal reforms later enabled the prosecution of notorious international leaders such

as Augusto Pinochet, Slobodan Milosevi¢, and Charles Taylor.* In the case of Pinochet,
throughout his brutal leadership of Chile from 1973-1990, human rights activists documented

each case of torture, murder, and disappearance carried out by Pinochet’s forces because they
knew there was a chance he could eventually face trial.*® Former President of Yugoslavia,
Slobodan Milosevi¢, was taken into custody on March 31, 2001, and tried for genocide and
crimes against humanity against Albanians.’” Former President of Liberia, Charles Taylor, was
convicted of war crimes and crimes against humanity, and remains imprisoned to this day.*® All

of these prosecutions were enabled by the precedents set by the Eichmann Trial.
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Why This Story Still Matters

The Eichmann Trial revolutionized global understanding of the Holocaust and helped
establish important principles in international human rights law. After the trial, the genocide that
took place was no longer a taboo subject to speak about. Survivors began to share their stories
and find support and strength in hearing the experiences of other survivors. In Israel, the trial
transformed national identity and the role of the Holocaust within it by shifting from silence and
stigma toward survivor testimony and remembrance.” It marked the end of an era in which Israel
seemed not to want to remember the Holocaust, and helped inspire organizations like Yad
Vashem to focus completely on Holocaust remembrance and preservation. It made people
recognize the courage and strength of those who survived, rather than viewing them as victims.
In fact, many historians date the Eichmann Trial as the point in time that the term “Holocaust”

started being widely used.*

People around the world also began to understand what happened. Through the extensive
media attention that the trial received, the stories of ghettos and concentration camps spread
globally, expanding what people knew about the Holocaust. The UN established International
Holocaust Remembrance Day on January 27, the date of the liberation of Auschwitz.
Internationally, people came to understand that a modern, Western country could carry out mass
genocide, which reshaped how genocide was studied, remembered, and prosecuted. The capture
and trial of Adolf Eichmann demonstrated that even years later, justice was possible, and leading

perpetrators of these atrocities could be tried and held accountable. In this way, by causing a

39 United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, “The Case Against Slobodan Milogevié.”
40 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, "Eichmann Trial."
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revolution in awareness of the Holocaust and reforms in international law, Eichmann’s trial

changed history forever.
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Appendix A

Non-public photos of Eichmann in Argentina that were used by the Mossad to identify him. This
image was provided by expert Avner Avaham.*'

# Avner Avraham, personal interview with author, May 8, 2026
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Appendix B

Sketch made by Mossad agent Peter Malkin during his 10 days of interrogating Eichmann. It
depicts Eichmann lounging on six train cars representing the six million Jews killed in the
Holocaust. Other imagery includes Hitler and a gas chamber.*

42 Avner Avraham, personal interview with author, May 8, 2026
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