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In February 2003 the Vatican Archives released files from the
Pontificate of Pope Pius XI (1922–39) which deal with the policy of
the Holy See regarding Germany.1 This is the first time that the
Vatican’s attitude towards Nazism and the persecution of the Jews in
Germany up to 1939 can be reconstructed from primary sources. In
this article I shall be looking at two central aspects of this topic in the
light of the new sources: the political course set by the Holy See in
response to the onset of the persecution of the Jews in 1933; and the
way in which the Holy Office dealt with Nazi racist and anti-Semitic
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* This article is based on a lecture given at the GHIL on 7 December 2004. The
author thanks Mrs Jane Rafferty for kindly translating the text into English.
Abbreviations used in the text: AAS: Acta Apostolicae Sedis, Vatican City, 1
(1908)- ; ACDF: Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede
(Archive of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Vatican City);
Acta Congr. Gen.: Acta Congregationis Generalis (Documents of the General
Congregation of the Holy Office, Vatican City); AA.EE.SS.: Archivio della
Congregazione per gli Affari Ecclesiastici Straordinari (Archive of the
Congregation for Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Affairs, Vatican City); ANM:
Archivio della Nunziatura di Monaco (Baviera) (Archive of the Papal Nunico
to Munich, Vatican City); R. V.: Rerum Variarum; S. O.: Sanctum Officium
(Holy Office).
1 For an overview see now also Thomas Brechenmacher, ‘Teufelspakt, Selbst-
erhaltung, universale Mission? Leitlinien und Spielräume der Politik des
Heiligen Stuhls gegenüber dem nationalsozialistischen Deutschland (1933–
1939), im Lichte neu zugänglicher vatikanischer Akten’, Historische Zeitschrift,
280 (2005), pp. 591–645; Gerhard Besier and Francesca Piombo, Der Heilige
Stuhl und Hitler-Deutschland: Die Faszination des Totalitären (Munich, 2004).
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ideology in dogmatic terms, and the genesis of the stances taken by
individual Popes on anti-Semitism up to 1938.2

The first wave of anti-Semitic violence in Germany after the Nazi
seizure of power already attracted the attention of the Holy See. The
boycott of Jewish businesses in Germany from 1 to 3 April 1933
caused people from all over the world, from the most diverse popu-
lation groups and occupations, to call on Pope Pius XI or his Cardinal
Secretary of State to help the Jews being oppressed in Germany. One
Rabbi from New York sent a telegram to the Pope; another, from
Vienna, reminded him of the relationship he had had with Ratti since
1907, in order to lend greater weight to his request.3 And even from
Germany a nun, Dr Edith Stein, who had converted from the Jewish
faith, wrote: ‘For weeks we have witnessed deeds here in Germany
that pour scorn on any sort of justice or humanity. For years the Nazi
leaders have preached hatred of the Jews. And now that they are in
government the seeds of hatred have borne fruit. I am convinced that
this is a general phenomenon that will have many more victims. For
weeks not only Jews but thousands of faithful Catholics in Germany
have been hoping that the Church of Christ will raise its voice.’4

The accuracy of Edith Stein’s predictions was to be horribly con-
firmed by her personal fate. This is one of the main reasons why
reading her letter continues to move and disturb. Edith Stein’s letter
is forever bound up with the key questions in the issue of the Church
and the Jews in the twentieth century. Could the Church, or, more
particularly, Popes Pius XI and Pius XII (1939–58) have alleviated, or
even prevented, the fate of Edith Stein and that of millions of Jews
and others persecuted for racist or ideological reasons? The Church
has been accused of ‘keeping quiet’—how should we judge this atti-
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2 On the relationship between Popes and the Jews in general see now
Thomas Brechenmacher, Der Vatikan und die Juden: Geschichte einer unheiligen
Beziehung vom 16. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (Munich, 2005).
3 Telegram from Rabbi William Margolis, New York, 21 Apr. 1933;
AA.EE.SS, Germania, Pos. 643, fasc. 158, fol. 27r; Rabbi Arthur Zacharias
Schwarz to Pius XI, Vienna, 9 Apr. 1933, ibid., fol. 29r–30r; and Schwarz to
Pacelli, 9 Apr. 1933, ibid., fol. 31r; further requests ibid., fol. 42r–126r.
4 Edith Stein to Pius XI, Münster, no date, with an accompanying letter from
Abbot Raphael Walzer, Beuron, 12 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS, Germania, Pos. 643,
fasc. 158, fol. 15r–17r.



tude? What motivated those responsible in the Vatican? Did anti-
Semitism within the Church play a part in its reluctance to take a
stand?

Pius XI’s repeated rejection of racial anti-Semitism must have
moved many people to appeal to him. But did not this hope in the
power of the Church as a moral authority also tend to idealize the
Holy See’s scope for action and the actual opportunities it had to
influence the terrorist regime in Germany? Did it not overestimate
the importance that Vatican policy could, or indeed wished to, attach
to ‘protecting the Jews’? As in previous centuries the sober, possibly
sobering, truth is that ‘Jewish policy’ was a marginal aspect of the
Catholic Church’s spectrum of concerns—though the events of the
following year were to push it somewhat nearer to the centre.

I The Holy See’s Historical-Political Situation in 1933

Until just four years before the Nazi revolution in Germany the Holy
See’s main political–diplomatic concern was to redefine its territorial
basis, lost when the Papal States came to an end. This existential
question that had been ongoing since 1870 was resolved in February
1929 when the Lateran Treaties were concluded with the fascist
Kingdom of Italy. The founding of the Vatican state meant that the
Holy See had returned to the international community of nations as
a subject of international law. Attached to the Lateran state treaty
was a concordat, which regulated the rights and duties of the
Catholic Church in the Italian state. The Vatican negotiators were
particularly successful in that they managed to include recognition of
Catholicism as Italy’s only state religion in the treaty. In return the
Church—in order to stay true to its ‘mission of peace’, its ‘moral and
spiritual power’—committed itself to neutrality in foreign affairs.5
What the Pope regarded as respectful recognition as a ‘power above
the powers’ was interpreted by the Italian dictator more as a sort of
political immobilization. Any contravention of the commitment to
neutrality could automatically be seen as a violation of the treaty.
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5 ‘Trattato e Concordato con l’Italia’, 11 Feb. 1929, in Angelo Mercati (ed.),
Raccolta di Concordati su Materie ecclesiastiche tra la Santa Sede e le Autorità
Civili, vol. 2: 1915–1954 (Vatican City, 1954), pp. 84–103; here ‘Trattato’, Art.
24.



This clause undoubtedly caused papal policy to take a benevolent
attitude towards Mussolini’s regime and, after 1933, possibly also
towards the Nazi regime in Germany which ultimately became
Italy’s ally.

The relationship between the newly-founded Vatican state and
Germany also changed in those years as a result of the Nazi seizure
of power in 1933. As in the Soviet Union and Italy, a totalitarian
regime became established in Germany whose aim was not only to
subjugate all religious life, but also to wipe it out. There was no place
for religion in the Nazi state since National Socialism was itself, as
the Jesuit Friedrich Muckermann stated in autumn 1934, a religion.6

This situation, so different from the state of affairs during the
Weimar Republic, caused unrest in the Vatican. The liberal–
Protestant German democracy was a far cry from the Curia’s ideal
type of state, but the Holy See’s policy towards Germany between
1919 and 1933 can still be regarded as a success—and mainly a suc-
cess for one man: Eugenio Pacelli, a nuncio since 1917, first in Munich
and from 1924 in Berlin. Pacelli did not see his role as nuncio as
involving merely being Rome’s representative and executive arm. On
the contrary, he regarded himself as an active diplomat with clear
political aims. To almost the same degree as Pius XI he supported the
notion of a Roman Catholic world church, organized as a hierarchy,
in which the will of Rome would be done, even by its most far-flung
members. Eugenio Pacelli was a specialist, perhaps the specialist of
his day, in those treaties that regulated religious life in the individual
states, and, above all, in Rome’s role in formulating them. The first
high point of Pacelli’s career as a member of Rome’s Congregation
for Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Affairs came in June 1914 in the
shape of the concordat with the Kingdom of Serbia. While he was a
nuncio in Germany, concordats with Bavaria (1924–5), Prussia (1929),
and Baden (1932–3) followed. A concordat with the whole German
Empire, which the imperial government had requested several times
during the 1920s, no longer seemed necessary, given this favourable
state of affairs.
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6 Friedrich Muckermann’s report on the ideology of National Socialism, no
date [Oct./Nov. 1934], sent to the Vatican Secretariat of State by Giovanni
Panico, Saarbrücken, 16 Nov. 1934; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 666, fasc. 221,
fol. 3rv; 5r–10r, here fol. 5r.



The Nazi dictatorship threatened to sweep away this entire frame-
work of treaties, built up over years, and to start a new Kulturkampf
against the Catholic Church. And a Kulturkampf was precisely what
the politicians in the Curia feared most when they thought of
Germany. At the height of the German Kulturkampf during the
Bismarck era bishops were arrested and expelled, episcopates were
left vacant, hundreds of parishes were unoccupied, and pastoral care
and Catholic associations were virtually non-existent in large parts of
the country. In order to avoid a repetition of this as a result of
renewed confrontation between Church and state in Germany, the
Holy See was prepared to make concessions, especially since alarm-
ing reports from all over the German Empire about restrictions on
Church life started to pour in as soon as the Nazis seized power.7 Yet
in his government statement of 23 March 1933 Hitler intoned that the
Christian confessions were an essential basis of the new state; he was
willing to enter into wide-ranging collaboration and would respect
the rights of the churches.8 The German bishops also wanted to dem-
onstrate willingness to co-operate with the new ‘Reich’. They there-
fore withdrew their declaration of August 1932 in which they had
stated that Catholicism and National Socialism were basically incom-
patible and had forbidden Catholics to join the NSDAP.9

This withdrawal was, of course, too precipitous, as the Chairman
of the Fulda Bishops’ Conference, Adolf Cardinal Bertram from
Breslau, soon recognized. As he wrote to Pacelli on 18 April: ‘The
spiritual leaders of the dioceses of Germany have taken Reich
Chancellor Hitler’s conciliatory declaration as the opportunity to for-
mulate their position vis-à-vis the National Socialist movement in
such a way that, without giving up our fundamental principles,
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7 Relevant documents in AA.EE.SS., Baviera, Pos. 161, fasc. 9; Pos. 188, fasc.
32; Pos. 189, fasc. 33; Pos. 190, fasc. 34; ANM, busta 418, fasc. 3/4, and the cor-
responding reports from the nuncio in Berlin, Cesare Orsenigo, in AA.EE.SS.,
Pos. 643, fasc. 157.
8 Cf. Orsenigo to Pacelli, Berlin, 24 Mar. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 645,
fasc. 162, fol. 11r–12r; this report is also printed in Ludwig Volk (ed.),
Kirchliche Akten über die Reichskonkordatsverhandlungen 1933 (Mainz, 1969), pp.
3–5.
9 Announcement by the German bishops, 28 Mar. 1933, in Bernhard
Stasiewski (ed.), Akten deutscher Bischöfe über die Lage der Kirche 1933–1945,
vol. 1: 1933–1934 (Mainz, 1968), pp. 30–2.



peaceful relations with the new government will be possible. But all
dangers are far from over.’ The bishop saw a danger not only to
Catholic civil servants but also, above all, to the basis of Catholic life
in Germany, the associations. ‘A large part of our responsibility
relates to these associations, which embrace the whole of Germany.
The new government is not well-disposed towards these organiza-
tions, and wants National Socialist organizations to rule supreme.
This would largely drive the Catholic movement out of public life
and back into the sacristy.’10

When the German government’s offer of a concordat with the
Holy See arrived in Rome, Pacelli had virtually no choice. An agree-
ment under international law seemed to be the only thing that would
guarantee the continued existence of autonomous Church life in
Germany, especially since the end of political parties was already in
sight, including the political representative of German Catholicism,
the Centre Party, and its sister party, the Bavarian People’s Party.
Pacelli was not, of course, so naive as to believe that Hitler would
adhere to all the paragraphs in the concordat; but he expressed the
hope that at least the German dictator ‘would not contravene every
article at once’.11

The concordat between the Holy See and the German Reich of 20
July 1933 was supposed to be the legal bastion of the Catholic Church
in Germany, a bastion which the Nazis could not penetrate. At no
time, however, did Vatican policy ever seriously consider using, or
indeed forming a pact with, the ‘lesser evil’ of Nazi Germany, in
order to check the ‘greater evil’, Soviet Communism. To be sure,
Hitler’s anti-Bolshevik statements appealed to Pius XI for a while,12
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10 Bertram to Pacelli, Breslau, 18 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS. Germania, Pos. 621,
fasc. 140, fol. 16r–17v, quotation at 16v/17r.
11 Report from the British chargé d’affaires at the Papal States, Ivone Kirk-
patrick, to Robert Vansittart, Foreign Office, concerning a conversation with
Pacelli, Rome, 19 Aug. 1933; reprinted in the original and in German transla-
tion in Ludwig Volk, Das Reichskonkordat vom 20. Juli 1933: Von den Ansätzen
in der Weimarer Republik bis zur Ratifizierung am 10. September 1933 (Mainz,
1972), pp. 250–2, at p. 252.
12 The following statements by Pius XI are known: ‘Hitler is the first and the
only one to speak openly against the Bolsheviks. Up to now, the Pope has
been the only one.’ Audience of 4 Mar. 1933, quoted from the documents in
the Secretariat of State, ibid., p. 64, n. 24; similarly, on 13 Mar. 1933 in the



and without doubt at the beginning of the 1930s Communism was
regarded as the greater danger.13 But this initial sympathy for
National Socialist anti-Bolshevism soon died away as it rapidly
became clear that National Socialism and Soviet Communism were,
in essence, just variants of an atheist–totalitarian ideology.14 ‘Of an
anti-Catholic character’ had been one of the first impressions of the
new ‘Nazionalisti’ that Nuncio Pacelli had conveyed to Rome in his
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Papal Consistory: ‘None the less, until most recently, the voice of the Roman
Pope was the only one raised to draw attention to the serious threats posed
to Christian culture among almost all peoples.’ AAS 25 (1933), pp. 106–23,
quoted ibid., p. 65, n. 26. This statement by Pius XI is generally regarded in
light of the interpretation offered by Cardinal Faulhaber; see ibid., pp. 64–6.
However, Faulhaber, too, conceded that in contrast to the quick and some-
times sharply expressed words of the Pope, papal diplomats and Pacelli in
particular acted ‘cleverly and with restraint’ in relation to the Nazis;
Faulhaber’s notes, 20 Apr. 1933, in Ludwig Volk (ed.), Akten Kardinal Michael
von Faulhabers, vol. 1: 1917–1934 (Mainz, 1975), pp. 714–15.
13 Details in Brechenmacher, ‘Teufelspakt, Selbsterhaltung, universale Mis-
sion?’, p. 606, n. 37.
14 As early as September 1930 Nuncio Orsenigo had described the Nazis’
anti-Communism as a double-edged sword: ‘Their programme does not yet
inspire confidence; however, it deserves attention because of the decisive
and sometimes violent opposition which it voices to Communism, and, as a
consequence, to the expanding Soviet system; but this opposition is founded
not on religious principles, but simply on nationalism.’ (Orsenigo to Pacelli,
16 Sept. 1930; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 605–6, fasc. 117, fol. 18r–19v). A
reflection of this assessment can be found as late as 1933, when Pius XI
explained to Faulhaber in an audience on 10 Mar. 1933: ‘Hitler: what I liked
was that he was the first statesman to speak out against Bolshevism. “For
political reasons”.’ Faulhaber’s notes on an audience with Pius XI, Rome, 10
Mar. 1933, in Volk (ed.), Akten Kardinal Michael von Faulhabers, vol. 1,
pp. 659–62, at p. 660. The Pope was also aware that Hitler’s anti-Bolshevism
was different from that of the Church. In October 1932, when the Nazi party
(NSDAP) and the German Communist Party (KPD) co-operated in the
Prussian House of Deputies, Orsenigo believed he had seen how quickly
National Socialsm itself could turn in the direction of Bolshevism; Orsenigo
to Pacelli, Berlin, 11 Oct. 1932; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 604, fasc. 113, fol.
29r–31r. This view corresponds to that expressed by Bertram in April 1936,
namely, that National Socialism itself is nothing but Bolshevism; Bertram to
Pacelli, Breslau, 21 Apr. 1936; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 695, fasc. 267, fol.
66r–69v; quoted in detail by Brechenmacher, ‘Teufelspakt, Selbsterhaltung,
universale Mission?’, pp. 605–7.



report on the Hitler–Ludendorff Putsch on 14 November 1923.15

Eleven years later Pius XI asserted that one could not ‘talk of the spir-
it of this movement’. ‘It is a massive materialism.’ Such a movement,
he said, could never be a partner, only ever an opponent. The Pope
concluded: ‘We do not believe that an understanding is possible.’16

Like anti-Catholicism, Pacelli had already come across the anti-
Semitism of Hitler’s party during his time in Munich. In a sermon for
All Saints’ Day on 4 November 1923 Bishop Faulhaber had spoken
out against the anti-Semitic smear campaign and violence that had
been spreading out of control in Munich for years. In response, the
National Socialist press had launched a massive campaign against
the Cardinal. Pacelli reported on acts of violence committed by
demonstrators, stirred up by the Nazis, against the archbishop’s
Ordinariate and the person of the Cardinal, ‘who had condemned the
persecution of the Jews’.17 In April 1924 he took up the theme again
and established a synthesis that was to have serious consequences.
The organs of the extreme Right were beginning to lump Judaism
and the Holy See together, pushing them into the role of Germany’s
main enemy. To quote the Großdeutsche Zeitung: ‘We must be a free
people. But un-German powers, the Jew and Rome, hold sway in the
country.’18

This remark must have irritated Pacelli in many respects and its
importance for the Holy See’s policy towards the Jews after 1933 can
hardly be over-estimated. The Church found that a nationalistic–
materialistic movement had put it in the same boat as Judaism,
whose mission of salvation it had long-since considered obsolete
since its own selection for the task, and which it basically regarded as
inferior. It found itself mentioned in the same context as Judaism,
whose process of emancipation in the previous century the Church,
with its defensive battle against modernity, had often seen as the root
of much evil. Pius XI and Pacelli were of sufficient intellectual stature
to understand this coalition with the Jews imposed upon them from
outside and to deal with it politically. But both of them, without
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15 Pacelli to Cardinal Secretary of State Gasparri, Munich, 14 Nov. 1923;
ANM 396, fasc. 7, fol. 6r–7v.
16 Alois C. Hudal, Römische Tagebücher: Lebensbeichte eines alten Bischofs (Graz,
1976), pp. 118–19.
17 Pacelli to Gasparri, Munich, 14 Nov. 1923; ANM 396, fasc. 7, fol. 6r–7v.
18 Pacelli to Gasparri, Munich, 25 Apr. 1924; ANM 396, fasc. 7, fol. 75r–76v.



being openly anti-Semitic, were so rooted in traditional doctrine, by
no means free of anti-Semitism, that this unwanted coalition was
uncomfortable and to be resisted—a resistance undoubtedly respon-
sible, at least in part, for some of the hesitation after 1933. First and
foremost—and this was something that Church politicians could
immediately understand—the new role of joint enemy ascribed to
Judaism and Papacy meant that the Nazis’ fight against the Jews
could turn into a fight against the Church at any time. The threat to
the Jews was inseparably linked with a threat to the Church. The
chance of extricating itself from this unwanted coalition for the sake
of its own existence must have been tempting indeed.

The first and most important measure for sustaining Church life
in Germany, the concordat, failed. The Nazis openly disregarded the
agreement. They had no intention of permitting a ‘non-political’
Church life in Germany after political Catholicism in the form of the
parties had been excluded. The massive infringements by Nazi
organizations and governmental authorities even against those
Catholic associations and organizations that the concordat should
actually have protected continued during the negotiations, and once
the treaty had been concluded went on as before. This was a situation
beyond anything the Curia had ever experienced. Regardless of all
negotiations, the Nazis embarked upon the very Kulturkampf that the
Curia wished to avoid at all costs. The legal basis of the concordat,
fought for with such effort, turned out to be worthless. It is essential
to understand this background if we are to pass judgement on the
Holy See’s attitude to the persecution of the Jews in Germany after
1933.

II Setting a Course in April 1933

On 4 April 1933, immediately after Jewish businesses had been boy-
cotted in Germany and at least a week before Edith Stein’s letter
reached the Vatican, Pacelli sent a telegram to Nuncio Orsenigo in
Berlin requesting that the possibility of intervening against ‘anti-
Semitic excesses’ in Germany be looked into.19 The reasons for this
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19 Pacelli to Orsenigo, Vatican City, 4 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos.
643, fasc. 158, fol. 4r.



request to the nuncio are striking: ‘It is traditional for the Holy See to
carry its universal mission of peace and love to all people, regardless
of class or religion and, where necessary, for its charitable establish-
ments to intervene.’ Pacelli was introducing a new political motive
that went beyond normal diplomatic guidelines. In Germany an exis-
tential threat was emerging to a non-Catholic section of the popula-
tion whose representatives had turned to the Holy See for help. The
head of Vatican policy recognized the legitimacy of this appeal for
help; he saw it as part of the Church’s ‘universal’ mission, not only
for its own believers, but for all people. Pacelli realized the extent to
which the persecution of the Jews had changed the task of the
Catholic Church. In his instruction to Orsenigo a new dimension was
reached that went far beyond the traditional goal of ‘mere’ represen-
tation of interests and self-preservation.

However, this new dimension could not be fulfilled, indeed could
not even be considered, except in conjunction with the old agenda. In
terms of Nazi Germany, what scope still remained for achieving the
‘universal mission’? Was not a completely new policy needed and—
assuming that clarity had existed about such a policy—with what
consequences for the Church in Germany? For the population group
directly under threat was that very group, the Jews, which the Nazis
had forced together with the Church in the role of arch-enemy.

On 8 April Orsenigo informed Pacelli that the state of affairs had
changed. ‘Since yesterday the fight against the Jews has taken on
governmental character. Intervention by the Holy See would now
amount to a protest against a German law.’20 The nuncio was refer-
ring to the law passed on the previous day, the Gesetz zur Wiederher-
stellung des Berufsbeamtentums, which legalized the dismissal of
Jewish and Catholic civil servants. In other words, it made discrimi-
nation against Jews and Catholics official government policy. Now
an official protest by the nuncio could be rejected all the more easily
as ‘interference in internal affairs’. This was to be avoided, not least
in order to protect the status of the Vatican envoy to the German
Reich. On 8 April it seemed more necessary than ever to reach agree-
ment with the German episcopate on how to proceed. In the same
telegram Orsenigo then let it be known that the bishop of Berlin
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20 Orsenigo to Pacelli, Berlin, 8 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 643,
fasc. 158, fol. 5r.



would try to make the German government responsive to the wishes
of the Catholic Church, inspired as they were by the carita univer-
sale.21 On 9 April the German daily press published a statement by
the bishops of Cologne, Paderborn, and Osnabrück, in which they
expressed their extreme concern about the fate of all Germans affect-
ed by the law. The bishops saw ‘with deepest sorrow and distress,
that the days of national uprising had also become, for many loyal
citizens including conscientious civil servants, days of the deepest
and most bitter suffering that is quite undeserved’.22 Orsenigo felt
that the expression ‘loyal citizens’ ‘could also be a reference to the
Jews’. He said that although there were many exceptions that made
the law less harsh, this did not change the fact that ‘the whole gov-
ernment approves of the anti-Semitic principle’, and ‘that this will
unfortunately stand as a despicable blemish on the first pages of the
history of National Socialism—which is not without its merits’.23

However, Pacelli in Rome saw the situation in a slightly different
light. He had tried to respond to the appeals received from the Jewish
camp and to take the initiative. It was clear to him that the persecu-
tion of the Jews in Nazi Germany was a challenge to the policy of the
Holy See. The Gesetz zur Wiederherstellung des Berufsbeamtentums had
reduced the scope for diplomatic action of the Pope’s representative
in Germany; at the same time a new Kulturkampf against the Catholic
Church was becoming more threatening by the day. It was this last
observation that Pacelli must have felt was confirmed by a letter from
Cardinal Faulhaber of 10 April. The Munich Archbishop tried to
explain the German episcopate’s attitude and once again took up the
Nazis’ enemy package: Jews/Catholics. ‘At the moment we bishops
are asked the question why the Catholic Church, as so often in its his-
tory, does not step in on behalf of the Jews. This is not possible at the
moment because the fight against the Jews would also become a fight
against the Catholics and because the Jews can help themselves, as
the quick breaking of the boycott shows.’24 This assessment contains
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21 Ibid.
22 Announcement made by Schulte, Klein, and Berning, Cologne, 9 Apr.
1933; printed in Stasiewski (ed.), Akten deutscher Bischöfe, vol. 1, p. 51.
23 Orsenigo to Pacelli, Berlin, 11 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 643,
fasc. 158, fol. 6r.
24 Faulhaber to Pacelli, Munich, 10 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 643,



two errors that were to have serious consequences: first, that the Jews
could manage on their own; and secondly, that Church intervention
on behalf of the Jews would mean that Nazi rage was completely
transferred to the Church or, to put it the other way round: non-inter-
vention in the Jewish question would make the leaders in Germany
more favourably disposed towards the Church. The opposite was the
case: the Kulturkampf against the Church was in full swing, regardless
of whether it intervened for the Jews or not.

To what extent Faulhaber’s two errors were immediately recog-
nizable either in Munich or Rome is open to discussion. But in any
case that letter by the Munich Archbishop of 10 April provides an
important key to understanding the molto delicato with which, two
weeks later, Under-Secretary of State Giuseppe Pizzardo advised
against taking a stand on behalf of the Jews.25 Public intervention
against the anti-Jewish excesses clearly seemed extremely tricky to
the Vatican Secretary of State because the Catholic Church’s own
position in Germany was so acutely in danger. None the less, by
means of silent diplomacy, Pacelli took the initiative twice in April.
Of course, when Vice Chancellor von Papen arrived in Rome on 9
April the offer of a concordat was the main topic of conversation.
There are, however, also hints that during the receptions Vatican
politicians made some critical remarks about the persecution of the
Jews in Germany.26 Toward the end of the month Pacelli recom-
mended to a representative of Berlin’s Jewish community that he
speak to the nuncio. Orsenigo’s lengthy report on the encounter cre-
ates an ambivalent impression. Orsenigo assured the Jewish politi-
cian that ‘everything possible’ had already been done to make the
persecution of the Jews less severe, and also that in future, ‘according
to the principles of Christian and universal brotherly love’, no effort
would be spared. However, no practical help was offered. The sug-
gestion that Jewish pupils, excluded from state schools by the Gesetz
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fasc. 158, fol. 11rv. This letter is not printed in Volk (ed.), Akten Kardinal
Michael von Faulhabers, vol. 1; an extract can be found in Stasiewski (ed.),
Akten deutscher Bischöfe, vol. 1, p. 54, n. 1.
25 Memorandum by Pizzardo, 26 Apr. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 643,
fasc. 158, fol. 32r.
26 Cf. Giovanni Sale, Hitler, la Santa Sede e gli Ebrei: Con documenti dell’Archivio
Segreto Vaticano (Milan, 2004), p. 107.



gegen Überfüllung von deutschen Schulen und Hochschulen, should be
allowed to attend private Catholic schools was rejected by Orsenigo.
This, he said, would contravene the principle of the confessional
school, which the Church had always stood by, ‘and still does today,
even in Germany’. ‘The Church upholds this point of view sure in the
knowledge that no one would see anti-Semitism in the rejection of
this request.’ The Jewish representative also suggested that endan-
gered Jewish hospitals be taken over by the Church. Orsenigo point-
ed him towards the Knights of St John and the association of charita-
ble organizations. None the less, Orsenigo summed up as follows:
‘The gentleman took his leave and was satisfied.’27 Pacelli thanked
him for his report and said that he was pleased that the conversation
had ended so well.28

This smooth, indeed, apparently cynical, rejection of the Jewish
politician concealed helplessness, hesitation, and fear. Previous ini-
tiatives, ‘even by the highest-ranked personalities’, the nuncio added,
had not led to any success at all. ‘Removal of the Semitic element
from society moves on apace here, and appeals for moderation cer-
tainly have been made.’29 Orsenigo was referring here to recent vis-
its by the German episcopate to Göring, von Papen, and Hitler, dur-
ing which nothing was achieved but mollification and didactic
monologues from the Chancellor.30 The sword of Damocles hanging
over the Catholic confessional schools was all too visible; removing
this danger was to become an ongoing topic in the—unsuccessful—
negotiations between Church and state in the time to come. It would
undoubtedly have been a more decent thing to do for Orsenigo to
have told his Jewish visitor the real reason why he refused to allow
Jewish pupils in to the Catholic schools, instead of hiding behind
educational principles: Jewish pupils in private Catholic schools
would merely have hastened their demise. Much the same applied to
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the request for Jewish hospitals to become Catholic: neither the
Knights of St John nor the charitable associations had either the
means or the political scope. Practical application of the ‘principles of
Catholic and universal brotherly love’ had already proved to be a
serious problem by April 1933. Unable to cope, the nuncio resorted to
clichés and the Secretary of State’s office, pre-occupied with the
Church’s own struggle and the concordat, pronounced itself satisfied
with Orsenigo’s report.

The Holy See’s hopes rested on the concordat. If the Pope had
taken a stand in favour of the Jews before it was signed and ratified,
so the reasoning went, this whole treaty could have been endan-
gered, indeed, may have collapsed. In this context the way in which
Pacelli dealt with a press article in September 1933 stating that Pius
XI had publicly condemned Nazi persecution of the Jews is charac-
teristic of his diplomacy. On 1 September, ten days before ratification
of the concordat, the Jewish Chronicle announced: ‘Pope condemns
Anti-Semitism. The Pope has expressed his concern about reports of
continuing persecution of the Jews in Germany. He said that such
persecution exposed a lack of civilisation in such a famous people ...
The Arian races, he declared, had no right to feel superior to the
Semites.’31 The Holy See neither confirmed nor denied the report.
Whether, and under what circumstances, Pius XI may or may not
have said such things in 1933 is unclear. Pacelli attributed the state-
ment to an ‘indiscretion’, which suggests that Pius may indeed have
said something of the sort in private. But apart from that, the Pope’s
attitude had been well known anyway, ever since he had condemned
anti-Semitism in a decree of the Holy Office in 1928.32 What was cru-
cial about the episode in September 1933 was that Pacelli not only did
nothing to deny the report but also agreed to its unauthorized dis-

30

Article

31 Jewish Chronicle, 1 Sept. 1933; AA.EE.SS., Pos. 643, fasc. 158, fol. 48r, and the
editor, J. M. Rich, to Pacelli, London, 8 Sept. 1933, with a request to acknowl-
edge receipt; ibid., fol. 47r. There is no record of a reply to this request.
32 Decree of the Holy Office, 28 Mar. 1928, in AAS 20 (1928), pp. 103–4; cf.
also Brechenmacher, Der Vatikan und die Juden, pp. 154–63; and Hubert Wolf,
‘“Pro perfidis Judaeis”: Die “Amici Israel” und ihr Antrag auf eine Reform
der Karfreitagsfürbitte für die Juden (1928). Oder: Bemerkungen zum Thema
katholische Kirche und Antisemitismus’, Historische Zeitschrift, 279 (2004),
pp. 611–58.



semination. On 21 September he wrote to Pizzardo: ‘I was not dis-
pleased by the United Press’s indiscretion about the Jews; it is good
to let the world know that the Holy See has taken up the question.’33

Pacelli’s main concern was the ‘how’. He did not hesitate to use this
opportunity to convey important information about the Holy See’s
attitude towards persecution of the Jews, without provoking diplo-
matic difficulties with the German Reich in the lead-up to ratification
of the concordat.

III The Dogmatic Examination of Nazi Ideology

When the Nazis seized power in Germany it was inevitable that their
ideological premisses would be examined by the Vatican to see
whether they could be reconciled with Christian principles. The Holy
Office and its extended arm, the Index congregation, were generally
responsible for such issues. A formal announcement usually preced-
ed the opening of an enquiry. However dubious the role of Bishop
Alois Hudal, the ambitious rector of the German national foundation
in Rome, Santa Maria dell’Anima, may have been in later years, he
certainly deserves credit for one thing during the early phase of
National Socialism: he pointed out the need for a dogmatic examina-
tion and thus forced the issue into the hands of the Holy Office.

On 7 October 1934 Hudal, who was one of the Holy Office’s
expert consultants, wrote to the congregation secretary Donato
Sbarretti. He suggested that ‘the three modern heresies: radical
nationalism, race and blood as the basis of religion, and the totalitar-
ian state be [condemned] in solemn form by the Holy See’, either by
an encyclical or by a new syllabus.34 At this stage one of the main ide-
ological works of National Socialism, Alfred Rosenberg’s Mythos des
20. Jahrhunderts, had already been placed on the index of forbidden
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books.35 But for Hudal this was just a first step. Like the Jesuit
Muckermann, he wanted the dangerous potential of National
Socialism as a political religion to be recognized and attacked. ‘It is
false to assert that National Socialism is just a political party, like fas-
cism, for example, claims to be, and that it has nothing to do with reli-
gion. Apart from that it is wrong, as many say, that it just involves a
few radical elements without any influence on the education of party
members. According to this doctrine, the Christian religion is an
Oriental–Semitic product, an alien body in the Nordic race which
therefore seeks to form a new religion, stemming from its own
race.’36

What Hudal was informing the Holy Office of here, intensified by
his experiences during a fairly lengthy trip to Germany, he had
already told the Secretary of State’s office in the late summer of the
previous year. There he had already demanded that the Holy See, in
appropriate form—preferably by means of a papal letter—should
show the public the insurmountable gulf between the principles of
National Socialism and those of the Church, in order to avoid giving
the impression that the Church, in signing the concordat, had recog-
nized Nazi ideology.37 Unlike the letter to Sbarretti, the memoran-
dum of late summer 1933 deals with anti-Semitism, using the phrase
‘Teoria della razza’, in keeping with the linguistic usage of the time.
According to Hudal, blood and race could not in any way be the cri-
teria for organizing human societies. ‘The Church knows no racial
prejudices. If it recognizes the basic natural principles of race and
nationality, then not for physiological reasons, but for far more lofty
spiritual ones.’ ‘Belonging to a race means to a Christian first and
foremost spiritual and cultural community. The Church does not
hate anyone; rather it prays for everyone, especially for the people of
Israel, even though they bear the guilt for having murdered God.
This year one of the greatest persecutions of the Jews in history is tak-
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ing place. Many Jews have become insecure because of the events in
Germany. Such insecurity often leads to re-consideration. Perhaps a
word from the Holy Father against the persecution of the Jews might
open many hearts to the name of Christ which have so far been
closed to him.’38

The memorandum referred to the well-known theological argu-
ment that the Jews had murdered God. This was a dangerous game,
since association of this sort could easily give the impression that the
persecution of the Jews was just another in a long line of ‘punish-
ments’ imposed on the Jews by God. But what was undoubtedly
communicated to many Catholics in terms of vulgar theology did not
correspond to the doctrine prevailing in Rome. Here the line of carita
universale propagated by Pacelli held sway. None the less, it is still
significant how strongly the memorandum continued to emphasize
the idea of conversion. No one in the Vatican had any doubts about
this ‘certainty’: the Jews could only be saved by turning to
Christianity. The hand of the Pope, extended to the Jews in their time
of need, should save the former people of God not only from physi-
cal, but, above, all from spiritual, peril. In essence, papal policy
towards Jews was still a policy of conversion.

By November 1934 at the latest the Pope, the Secretary of State’s
office, and the Holy Office were, or would be, adequately informed
about the principles of Nazi ideology by the reports of Hudal,
Muckermann, and others. It was only to be expected, as Hudal sug-
gested, that the Pope should order a statement to be prepared; this
task was given to two Jesuit fathers.

Thus a farce began to take its course in the Holy Office which was
to confirm in a most depressing way all the warnings, all
Muckermann’s criticism of the behaviour of the bishops and of the
Holy See: ‘There was no unity of action. A word from a bishop here
and there does not achieve much. They should all speak at the same
time, and all say the same thing, if possible from all the pulpits. There
is no modern method. Everything is done far too slowly, far too fal-
teringly. While the opponent is working exceptionally quickly, the
Church’s apparatus is exceptionally cumbersome.’39 The Holy Office
began to work in the same way as it had done for hundreds of years,
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just as if the questions to be decided upon were far removed from
any present-day relevance.

None the less, just over six months later the Jesuit fathers had
completed their task and had put together a catalogue of the main
errors of nationalism, racism and totalitarianism. On this basis, from
May 1935 onwards, the congregation could ‘in the usual way’, start
on an ‘initial examination’.40 The procedure was that three expert
consultants would be commissioned to assess the Jesuits’ paper inde-
pendently. This took another year. By April 1936 the three assess-
ments were ready, amongst them that of Domenico Tardini, later a
cardinal and Pius XII’s secretary of state. Tardini’s report, in particu-
lar, gave the whole enterprise a push in a different direction: should
not the Pope, in the form of a major syllabus, condemn all the errors
of the twentieth century together? Undoubtedly, one such error was
Communism. So a new commission started to go over all the work
done so far again, adding remarks about Communism.41 By October
1936—now in great haste—it had put together an extended collection
of false theses about ‘racism, nationalism, Communism, and totali-
tarianism’. Two years after work had started, a draft decree of the
Holy Office on the heresies of the epoch was ready. This draft con-
demned as part of the ‘misguided cult of race’: 1) the doctrine of a
qualitative hierarchy of human races, 2) the doctrine of ‘blood’ as the
bearer of racial quality, and, connected with this, 3) all measures for
‘retaining purity of blood’, and, 4) for the further development of the
race by the cult of the body, finally, 5) the notion of race-specific reli-
gions, and, connected with this, 6) all measures designed to exclude
Christianity from public life as a non race-specific religion. In con-
clusion the draft rejected 7) the doctrine of racial instinct as ‘first
source and highest rule of the whole legal system’, and 8) that of ‘the
struggle for selection’ and the ‘right of the fittest’.42
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Anti-Semitism was not explicitly mentioned. It constantly appear-
ed as a special case of racism and was understood as such. What is
more, this corresponded to the logic of the Church’s own perception:
it was not aware of any shared guilt as regards anti-Semitism as a
racist doctrine. But the first steps towards reflection on religious anti-
Judaism had at least been taken. As the commentary on the draft
decree stated: ‘The differences between the races should not be exag-
gerated in such a way as to deny the unity of the human race estab-
lished in the Revelation. It should never be forgotten that the law of
love and justice applies to all races and that the Semitic race should
not, under any circumstances, be excluded from this’.43

However, the syllabus, worked on so thoroughly and so labori-
ously, was never issued in the form of a Holy Office decree. In
November 1936 the congregation postponed the matter ‘for an indef-
inite period’, although the commission of enquiry was supposed to
carry on working.44 The reasons for this decision are laid down in the
minutes of the meeting of 18 November. The Cardinals had come to
the conclusion that ‘in the present bitter conflict of ideas and forces,
and in view of the great moral and social dangers’, the Pope himself,
not the Holy Office, should speak. The head of the Roman Catholic
Church should confront the errors of the age with the central doc-
trines of Catholicism ‘in a factual, positive, objective way’. But there
should be no syllabus of theses to be condemned. Such lists—were
the Cardinals still thinking about the repercussions of Pius IX’s
(1846–78) syllabus of 1864, condemning many ideas of the period
such as rationalism, socialism, and freedom of religion as errors?—
‘were always difficult, stimulated discussions, provoked contradic-
tion’. But if there were cogent reasons why it was not appropriate for
the Pope to speak, then the Holy Office would have to keep quiet as
well.45

To be sure, within the Holy Office there were differences of opin-
ion as to tactical aspects, and also about concrete issues, namely,
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whether Nazism, fascism, Communism, and racism should be con-
demned together or individually, and in which order. The suggestion
that the syllabus of theses to be condemned should be abandoned, to
avoid ‘difficulties with the governments’, was already there in the
draft decree.46 But none of the Eminences in the Holy Office was in
favour of total silence. On the contrary: ‘It is inconceivable that in the
eyes of the world, in the eyes of the faithful, and also in the eyes of
history, in view of such errors and such major deviations from the
true doctrine of the Holy Church total silence on the part of the
Church’s Highest Authority could be justified when an authoritative
word is wanted in so many quarters and is asked for.’47 The Holy
Office therefore extended an invitation to the Pope. Pius XI accepted
and declared in the audience of 19 November that he would ‘person-
ally undertake something’.48 At the same time the Pope confirmed
the Holy Office’s vote of 18 November—possibly under the influence
of the Spanish Civil War—that a brief instruction on Communism
should be prepared.

The session of the congregation on 18 November and the audience
on 19 November set the course for the two encyclicals ‘Mit brennen-
der Sorge’ and ‘Divini Redemptoris’. The Holy Office, to which
Pacelli also belonged, and the Pope had found a track to run on. Only
the syllabus was ‘postponed for an indefinite period’, but not the
question of whether they should speak out or not. News from
Germany coming through at the same time also supported the idea
of an encyclical. Since 19 August 1936 the Pope had had a request
from the German bishops, in the form of a pastoral letter describing
the situation of the Church in Germany, that he should make his
position clear. This request more or less amounted to a demand that
he condemn the Nazi regime publicly and ex cathedra now that all
attempts by the bishops to uphold the concordat by conversations
with representatives of the German government had failed. Even
Cardinal Faulhaber’s visit to Hitler on the Obersalzberg on 4
November 1936 could do nothing to change this. On 21 December
Pacelli sent invitations to bishops Bertram, Faulhaber, Schulte,
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Preysing, and Galen. In the new year things started to speed up. The
Pope, the Secretary of State, and the bishops were working on the
encyclical ‘Mit brennender Sorge’. On 21 March 1937, Palm Sunday,
it was read from the pulpits in Germany. Two days earlier, on 19
March, the encyclical ‘Divini Redemptoris’ had been promulgated.49

Thus both the totalitarianisms—Nazism and Communism—had
been condemned. But what had happened with racism?

Firstly, the encyclical ‘Mit brennender Sorge’ itself took up the
subject of racism, and indeed in roughly as much detail as envisaged
in the draft syllabus of October 1936. The encyclical rejected any
attempt to make state, people, and race absolute. The principle of
‘what is right is what is good for the people’, it said, would lead to a
perpetual state of war between the different nations and would dis-
regard each individual person’s God-given right to live their own
life. ‘None but superficial minds could stumble into concepts of a
national God, of a national religion, or attempt to lock within the
frontiers of a single people, within the narrow limits of a single race,
God, the creator of the universe.’ Divine revelation ‘admits no sub-
stitutes or arbitrary alternatives such as certain leaders today pretend
to draw from the so-called myth of race and blood’. Bearers of true,
divine revelation were, in particular, the chosen race of the Old
Testament: the Jews. ‘Whoever wishes to see banished from Church
and school the Biblical history and the wise doctrines of the Old
Testament blasphemes the word of God.’50

In terms of content, the two encyclicals of spring 1937 were not
different from the draft presented by the Holy Office, though they
differed in form: not a decree with an appendix of theses to be con-
demned, but a papal letter. Independent of this the congregation con-
tinued to work on a syllabus on racism. Those aspects of the racism
problem not dealt with in ‘Mit brennender Sorge’ should receive
attention ‘in an appropriate place’.51 Secretary Sbarretti stressed that
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‘since the encyclical on the situation of Catholicism in Germany’
there was ‘no longer any reason not to address the issue of racism’.52

This meant that in the eyes of the Vatican the confrontation with
Nazism had reached a level where no further hesitation was neces-
sary.

And yet, the Eminences did hesitate again in June, because the
position of the Church in Germany had been giving rise to even
greater concern since the encyclical. After the encyclical had been
read from the pulpits a wave of arrests, house searches, confiscations,
and expropriations flooded the German church. For a second time,
therefore, the Holy Office postponed the syllabus on Comunismo e
razzismo ‘for an indefinite period’.53 Pius XI defended this decision by
saying that ‘in view of the difficult situation’ we should wait, and
‘take up the inquiry again’ when the present storm has died down.54

And during the ‘period of respite’ between the summer and autumn
of 1937, the Holy Office did indeed draft a new initiative, this time
with the aim of ‘confronting the anti-Christian movement’ of Nazism
with a major offensive of world Catholicism. The Holy Office called
for Catholics of all nations to join in. Led by nuncios, delegates, and
bishops, large-scale courses and congresses should be held, and arti-
cles published that would ‘explain and reject’ Nazi theories—of
which anti-Semitism was one. ‘Concrete facts should also be present-
ed to give a practical demonstration of the terrible consequences of
applying these theories to both individuals and society as a whole.’55

In December 1937 Sbarretti sent Giuseppe Graneris, a priest who
worked in the Holy Office, to Munich with the text of the appeal, to
see what Faulhaber thought of it. But he was not in favour. The dan-
ger to the Church in Germany, whose existence was severely threat-
ened not only by political persecution and financial pressure, but also
by trials for indecency against priests and monks staged for propa-
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ganda purposes, was, he said, incalculable.56 The Holy Office, Sec-
retary of State Pacelli, and the Pope, who was undoubtedly informed,
took Faulhaber’s arguments seriously and withdrew the initiative—
a decision that was to have serious consequences for the fate of the
syllabus on racism.

Both the Holy Office and the Pope wanted racism to be con-
demned more than had already been done in ‘Mit brennender Sorge’.
Secretary Sbarretti had stated his opinion quite clearly in April 1937.
At the end of March 1938 the assembly of expert consultants once
more forcefully demanded publication of the October 1936 draft, in
order to underpin the ‘condemnation of Nazism and Communism’
expressed in the encyclicals.57 The Pope went along with this
demand, at least the part that referred to racism. On 13 April 1938 a
rescript was issued by the papal educational congregation calling on
all Catholic universities and faculties to fight against the ‘highly dan-
gerous’ false racist doctrine.58 The Osservatore Romano published the
text of this syllabus on racism on 3 May, the day on which Hitler
arrived in Rome for a state visit.59 The eight theses to be condemned
were almost literally the same as those in the draft presented to the
Holy Office by the commission of enquiry in October 1936.

Why was the ‘syllabus on racism’ issued not as a decree from the
Holy Office, but as a rescript from a more lowly authority, the edu-
cational congregation? Fundamental dissent between Pope and Holy
Office is hardly likely given the clear votes of the secretary and the
consultants; on the other hand, it seems possible that individual car-
dinals were in favour of further cautious delay. One motive for such
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delay could have been the position of the Church in Germany, which
had already led to the offensive of autumn 1937 being abandoned. In
the situation of spring 1938 the ‘syllabus on racism’ seems like a com-
promise between the desire for peace and the pressure for revolt. It
met Sbarretti’s demands—in part: the racism theses were con-
demned, but not by the Holy Office, ‘only’ by the educational con-
gregation. It also went along with the consultants’ vote—in part: the
whole degree was not issued, only those parts dealing with racism.
Nothing more was said about Nazism or Communism.

But Pius XI’s anger was growing; he was showing himself to be
increasingly prepared for open conflict with fascist Italy. In June he
commissioned an American Jesuit, John LaFarge, to prepare the text
of another encyclical which was to deal in depth with nationalism
and racism as a sort of critique of modern culture. At the end of
September LaFarge presented German, English, and French versions
of an encyclical ‘Societatis Unio’ or ‘Unity of the Human Race’ to the
General Curia of the Jesuits in Rome. Along with Lafarge and the
French father Gustave Desbuquois, the German Jesuit Gustav
Gundlach had formulated a large part of it.

Following on from general remarks about racism, the concluding
paragraphs of the draft texts dealt explicitly with the Church’s atti-
tude to the Jews in historical perspective. Despite certain differences
in emphasis they all adhered to a differentiation between anti-
Judaism and anti-Semitism, naturally in a way that would have been
totally counter-productive had the encyclical been published. For
although the drafts did condemn racist anti-Semitism along with
racism in general, they still insisted on a ‘social segregation’, a ‘deep,
essentially immovable boundary’ that separated Jews and Christians
because of what had happened in the Bible—the Jews’ rejection of
Christ.60 ‘The line that the Church has always taken in dealing with
the People of Israel has always been determined by the basic princi-
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60 The German version (Gundlach’s draft) is printed in Rauscher (ed.), Wider
den Rassismus, pp. 64–167; the French version, which differs in some parts, is
printed in Georges Passelecq and Bernard Suchecky, Die unterschlagene
Enzyklika: Der Vatikan und die Judenverfolgung (Munich, 1997), pp. 193–288;
concordance in Rauscher (ed.), Wider den Rassismus, pp. 168–70; the quota-
tions are taken from Gundlach’s draft, ibid., p. 161; for corresponding pas-
sages in the French version see Passelecq and Suchecky, Die unterschlagene
Enzyklika, pp. 261, 266.



ple of preventing Christians and Jews from having damaging influ-
ence on one another.’61 The fascist and Nazi propaganda machine
would certainly have been able to twist words such as these from the
mouth of the Pope.

Perhaps the clumsiness of three learned, but essentially other-
worldly theologians was one of the reasons why the encyclical
‘Societatis Unio’ was first delayed and eventually disappeared in the
archives. There were certainly also non-theological, purely political
reasons why the encyclical was not issued: the Munich Agreement of
autumn 1938 strengthened the position of Hitler and Mussolini. At
the same time the conflict with fascist Italy over racial legislation
intensified to such a degree that the consequences of an encyclical
could no longer be calculated. The commitment to neutrality con-
tained in the Lateran Treaty continued unchanged, not to mention
the fact that the Vatican was economically dependent on the Italian
state. Ultimately, was an encyclical on racism really so important?
After all, the two previous papal letters and the educational congre-
gation’s rescript had already adequately formulated the Holy See’s
dogmatic position on this subject. A few days after he was elected in
March 1939, Pius XII appears to have buried ‘Societatis Unio’ once
and for all. There is nothing in the sources to reveal the details of this
process. But if Pacelli read the drafts, then he, too, must have realized
the problems involved in the theological statements about the Jews.
Although he undoubtedly agreed with this theology himself, it
would have been counter-productive in terms of his political–diplo-
matic aims in early 1939.

On 14 July 1938 the ‘Manifesto of Racial Researchers’ heralded a
change in Italy’s policy towards the Jews. ‘It is time that the Italians
freely confess to racism. The Jews are not part of the Italian race.’62 In
the Osservatore Romano Pius XI asked why Italy felt it necessary to
imitate Germany. Racism was barbarism.63 While a storm broke out
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61 Gundlach’s draft, Rauscher (ed.), Wider den Rassismus, p. 165; on the whole,
the French text seems more considered and theologically advanced, but it
does not deviate from the basic position formulated by Gundlach; cf.
Passelecq and Suchecky, Die unterschlagene Enzyklika, pp. 260–73.
62 ‘Il fascismo e i problemi della razza’, theses 7 and 9, quoted from Michele
Sarfatti, Mussolini contro gli ebrei: Cronaca dell’elaborazione delle leggi del 1938
(Turin, 1994), pp. 18–20, at p. 19.
63 Ibid., pp. 22–3.



in the Nazi-compliant German press about this statement,64 the
Italian Foreign Minister, Galeazzo Ciano, summoned the nuncio to
warn him. If the Pope carried on like this, he said, a clash was
inevitable.65 At the beginning of August, Ciano felt that the Pope was
beginning to ‘climb down’ on the racial issue, but he was wrong.66

On 5 September 1938 the first Italian racial law excluded all Jewish
pupils, teachers, and lecturers from state schools and colleges. The
next day Pius XI pronounced that anti-Semitism could not be recon-
ciled with the basic tenets of Christianity. ‘Anti-Semitism is unac-
ceptable. In the spiritual sense we are Semites.’67 The Pope’s state-
ment was occasioned by an audience for Belgian pilgrims; but it was
clearly provoked by the Italian law, signed by the King.

Anyone who thinks that the suppression of the Holy Office decree
meant silence on the part of Pius XI,68 misinterprets the whole devel-
opment since the encyclical ‘Mit brennender Sorge’. The Pope’s
statements on racism and anti-Semitism were clear and unambigu-
ous. There is a continuous line running from the Holy Office decree
of 1928 containing the Pope’s condemnation of anti-Semitism to the
speech to the Belgian pilgrims in September 1938. Along with the
Pope, the Holy See’s leading politicians rejected the totalitarian ideol-
ogies of the twentieth century, including racist anti-Semitism, in their
entirety, regardless of slight differences in emphasis on individual
issues. Also there was no discernible attempt, apart from purely tac-
tical considerations, to make one totalitarian ideology more signifi-
cant than another, for example, to be more lenient towards Nazism in
order to preserve its role as a bulwark against Communism. On the
contrary, National Socialism and Communism, the consultors of the
Holy Office stated at the end of March 1938, worked ‘with the same
methods, the same aims, and went hand in hand against the
church’.69
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64 On 2 Aug. 1938 Nuncio Orsenigo sent a dossier with relevant German
press cuttings; AA.EE.SS., Germania, Pos. 739–41, fasc. 355.
65 Galeazzo Ciano, Diario 1937–1938 (Bologna, 1948), p. 216.
66 Ibid., p. 217.
67 Documentation Catholique, 39 (1938), p. 1460.
68 E.g., Godman, Der Vatikan und Hitler, p. 155.
69 Feria II, 28 Mar. 1938; Acta Congr. Gen., S.O. 1938.



On the other hand, it should be asked whether, given the situation
in Germany, the official Vatican statements from spring 1937
onwards were not too late, and too hesitant. If we are looking for a
scandal in the history of the Holy See’s dogmatic examination of Nazi
ideology, then it is not in the fact that Hitler’s Mein Kampf was not
placed on the index, nor that the Holy Office did not itself speak out,
but that this authority wasted two years in endless, learned discus-
sions and scholastic nit-picking, while in Germany the persecution of
the Jews was getting worse by the month. Here the structural short-
comings that had already brought down the Papal state were coming
into play again. Friedrich Muckermann’s diagnosis that the appara-
tus of the Curia lacked modernity and striking force hit the nail on the
head. Of course, in all its essentials the Vatican’s cautious approach
towards Germany corresponded with the decisions of early 1933,
which were guided by a strategic, traditional concept of diplomacy.
A break with Germany, and indeed with Italy, was carefully avoided
to the last. Concern about the survival of Church life in Germany
dominated Rome’s actions; everything else was of secondary impor-
tance. But even here the Church proved not to be of the same calibre
as its opponent, since it clung far too long to the hope that sooner or
later the Nazis would come back to Christian values, would respect
concordats, and take note of encyclicals. When in autumn 1937 this
hope finally evaporated and the Holy Office, with its international
campaign against Nazism, signalled that it was ready for the final
break, doubts on the part of the bishops in Germany—certainly not
unfounded—led Vatican policy back on to the old track.

Was it too late when, at the end of 1936, Pope and Holy Office
finally decided to go for an encyclical? Was it really necessary for
another year to go by before the condemnations of Nazism and
Communism followed the ‘syllabus on racism’? Could the entire syl-
labus from the Holy Office have curbed the havoc being wreaked by
the Nazis in Germany? Or would it simply have added more fuel to
the fire, and with what consequences for the Church in Germany?
Questions such as these also exercised the minds of those responsible
in the Vatican; definite answers were, and remain, difficult to find.
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